Journal X
Volume 6
Number 2 Spring 2002

Article 8

2001

Vol. 6, No. 2 (2002): Full Issue
Journal Editors

Follow this and additional works at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jx

Recommended Citation
Editors, Journal (2001) "Vol. 6, No. 2 (2002): Full Issue," Journal X: Vol. 6 : No. 2 , Article 8.
Available at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jx/vol6/iss2/8

This Complete Issue is brought to you for free and open access by the Studies in English at eGrove. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Journal X by an authorized editor of eGrove. For more information, please contact
egrove@olemiss.edu.

Editors: Vol. 6, No. 2 (2002): Full Issue

a journal
in culture
& criticism

Journal X •

Volume 6 • Number
Spring 2002

Reoccupying the Space of Culture: Greece and the Postcolonial
Critique of Modernity
Maria Koundoura

This Side of the Misty Sea, Where Wynken, Blynken and Nod
Saw Off the Kitty’s Tale
Loudermilk

Haunted
Paulo

Medeiros

The Tabloidization of Emily
Stephen L. Sniderman

The Poetry and Activism of Frances Ellen Watkins Harper
Sarah Elizabeth Bennison

Reading for Pleasure (Essay review):
Looking Awry: Reading Žižek in the Former Yugoslavia
Lucinda Cole

Published by eGrove, 2001

1

Journal X, Vol. 6 [2001], No. 2, Art. 8

Volume 6 • Number 2 • Spring 2002

CONTENTS

Reoccupying the Space of Culture: Greece and the Postcolonial Critique of
Modernity
Maria Koundoura

This
of the Misty Sea, Where Wynken, Blynken and Nod
Saw Off the Kitty’s Tale
A. Loudermilk

141

Haunted Houses

163

Paulo de Medeiros

The Tabloidization of Emily
177

Stephen l. sniderman

The Poetry and Activism of Frances Ellen Watkins Harper
Sarah Elizabeth Bennison

203

Reading for Pleasure:

Looking Awry: Reading Žižek in the Former Yugoslavia
Lucinda Cole

225

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jx/vol6/iss2/8

2

127

Editors: Vol. 6, No. 2 (2002): Full Issue

Published by eGrove, 2001

3

Journal X, Vol. 6 [2001], No. 2, Art. 8

Journal

X

A Journal in Culture & Criticism
Karen Raber and Annette Trefzer, editors
Ivo Kamps, advisory editor

Advisory Board
Sharon Achinstein, Oxford U
John Archer, U ofNew Hampshire
Ann Ardis, U ofDelaware
Andrew Barnaby, U of Vermont
Lindon Barrett, U of California, Irvine
Ian Baucom, Duke U
Chirstopher Beach, U California Irvine
Richard Begam, U of Wisconsin
Nancy Bentley, U ofPennsylvania
Nicholas Bromell, U ofMassachusetts
Douglas Bruster, U of Texas, San Antonio
Deborah Clarke, Pennsylvania State U
Gwen E. Crane, SUNY, Oneonta College
Jacqueline Foertsch, UNorth Texas
William Gleason, Princeton U
Roland Greene, Stanford U
Minrose C. Gwin, U ofNew Mexico
James C. Hall, U ofIllinois, Chicago
Allan Hepburn, McGill U
Kevin Kopelson, U ofIowa
Martin Kreiswirth, U of Western Ontario
Richard Kroll, U of California, Irvine
Jeffrey Leak, U North Carolina Charlotte
Jayne Lewis, U of California, Los Angeles

Tom Lutz, U ofIowa
Robert Mack, U ofExeter
John T Matthews, Boston U
Brian May, U ofNorth Texas
Michael Valdez Moses, Duke U
Viet Thanh Nguyen, U ofSouthern
California
Robert Dale Parker, U ofIllinois,
Champaign-Urbana
Judith Pascoe, U ofIowa
Yopie Prins, U ofMichigan
Anindyo Roy, Colby College
Peter Schmidt, Swathmore College
Lisa Schnell, U of Vermont
Jyotsna Singh, Michigan State U
Kristina K. Straub, Carnegie-Mellon U
Jennifer Summit, Stanford U
Calvin Thomas, Georgia SU
Candace Waid, Northwestern U
Joseph P. Ward, U of
Robyn Warhol, U of Vermont
Jeffrey Williams, U ofMissouri
Patricia Yaeger, U ofMichigan
Sarah Zimmerman, Fordham U

Editorial Assistant & Business Manager: Caitlin Main
The editors of Jx invite submissions of scholarly and/or reflective essays on topics of interest to
scholars working in the fields of English and American literary/cultural studies. Submissions should;
conform to the MLA Style Manual. Send two copies to The Editors, Journal x, Department of
English, The University of Mississippi, University, MS 38677. Please include SASE. Submissions
received in the months of June and July will be held for consideration in August.

Journal x is published biannually in Fall and Spring by the Department of English of the University
of Mississippi. Subscription rates are $8 (individuals) and $24 (institutions). For all subscriptions
outside US add $3 per year, remittance to be made by money order or check drawn on a US bank.
Write to the Business Manager at the above address. E-mail: kraber@olemiss.edu or atrefzer@olemiss.edu. Fax: 601 232 5787. Changes of address should be reported to the Business Manager.
Journal x is set in Caslon typeface and printed on acid-free paper by the University Publishing
Center at The University of Mississippi. The Jx logo was designed by Susan Lee.

Contents ©2002 by the University of Mississippi. ISSN: 0278-310X

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jx/vol6/iss2/8

4

Editors: Vol. 6, No. 2 (2002): Full Issue

Published by eGrove, 2001

5

Journal X, Vol. 6 [2001], No. 2, Art. 8

Letter from the Editors
Welcome to the new Journal x! As we publish this issue, a follow-up to our fall
Special Issue, Re-ThinkingPostcoloniality, we invite you to join us in rethinking
the meaning of the “x” in Journal x, and redefining it as the nexus or
point of local, regional, and global cultures in literature. Our predecessors Ivo
Kamps and Jay Watson hoped to energize the field of literary criticism by offer
ing a journal dedicated to pleasure. Under our editorship we hope to balance
change with continuity, forgrounding essays which deal with the confluence of
cultural differences, while still emphasizing the pleasures to be gained from
reading, writing, and the effort to engage with all
of texts — literary, visu
al, historical, and political.
It is our good fortune that the journals title so neatly embraces the concept
of crossings at this particular moment in American academic life. We see in our
sponsoring department at The University of Mississippi the growing influence
of both regional interests — in our case Southern literature — and global con
cerns, often realized in the expansion of department offerings into “World Lit
erature” variously defined. More generally, the articulation of these geograph
ical visions with the help of critical theory
opened new paths of inquiry and
fostered new debates that bridge the assumed gap between the “academy” —
whose ivory, concrete, or glass
may be adorned with ivy or magnolia, or
simply
unimpeded by the traditional trappings of distance and reflection —
and the “real world,” wherever and whatever that is imagined to be.
Being true to both our new agenda and the journals original purpose pre
sents some particular challenges, however. How, for instance, does
com
bine literary-critical playfulness with the serious issues of race, religion, or gen
der oppression here and abroad? How can the “regional” be redefined from a
national or global perspective? We hope this volume begins to address those
questions. Focusing on a story close to our home, Stephen
Sniderman rais
es critical questions about the construction of literary and legal evidence in
Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily” to suggest that generations of Faulkner critics
have misread his most famous story in part because they failed to read it in light
of a broader national discourse. Sarah Bennisons’ work on Frances Harper
addresses another overlooked issue: Harper’s participation in a growing nation
al tradition of Africa American protest poetry. Shifting from a specific region
to the nation,
de Medeiros examines the relationship between the ghosts
of empire and the modern nation state in the literature of Portugal. His essay
explores problems of national identity, haunted by a history of empire. Similar
ly interested in postcolonial concepts of time and place, Maria Koundoura asks,
is postmodern theory’s construction of time
“new”? And how is “moder
nity” bound to place? In order to answer these questions, she
the func
tion of Greece in two historiographies of modernity.
And what is the place of pleasure, how can
be maintained or
renewed in a world of domestic and foreign violence? A. Loudermilk explores
the place of violence in Eugene Field’s turn of the century children’s poetry and
positions him as the precursor to some of today’s cartoonists such as Matt
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Groening, Lynda Barry, Renee French and others who fuse innocence-bucking
satire with the “innocence” of the child’s perspective. Moving from the domes
tic setting to Eastern Europe, Lucinda Cole’s “Reading for Pleasure” essay takes
us on a trip through war-torn Yugoslavia in “the midst of its historical trauma.”
Her travel narrative, filtered through the theoretical eyes of Slavoj Žižek, raises
questions about global political investment, personal desire, and pleasure’s lim
its in a world at war.
— Karen Raber and Annette Trefzer
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Reoccupying the Space of Culture:
Greece and the Postcolonial Critique of Modernity
Maria Koundoura

Maria Koundoura

The history of modernity’s antique dreams is to be
found in the writing out of the colonial and post
colonial moment.
—Homi Bhabha ‘“Race/ Time and the
Revision of Modernity”1

teaches at Emerson

College. She has pub

lished essays in Multi

cultural States (Rout
ledge, 1998), Hop on
Pop: the Pleasures
and Politics of Popu
lar Culture (Duke UP

2002). Her book,
Original Fictions:
Rethinking Moder

nity isforthcoming
from Kastaniotis.

Ever since the publication of Michel Foucault’s The
Archaeology of Knowledge, and his argument not only
of the possibility but the inevitability of the new,
there has been an abundance of new times. For years
now, scholars have been “trying to detect the inci
of interruptions” beneath “the great continu
ities of thought,” in order to “suspend the continuous
accumulation of knowledge, interrupt its slow devel
opment, and force it to enter a new time” (Foucault,
Archaeology 4). Their success is evident in the num
ber of “posts” so prolific
post-marxism, post
feminism, post-colonialism, post-modernity. Are
these times new, however, or are they merely the
products of the abstraction of the logical process of
change from its concrete historical determinants?
The latter has been the
of many mostly Marxist
theorists, especially of postmodernity, the most
recent of new times.2 Postmodern theory’s construc
tion of the time of the present as an epistemological
structure, and its subsequent narrativization of social
ethics and subject formation, would appear to prove
them right. It is precisely these elements, though,
which also inhabit critiques of postmodernity and
make them subject to its logic.3
This paradoxical doubling or inherently dialecti
cal quality is what makes modernity both so irre-
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sistible and so problematic a category. It also ushers in the problem of moder
nity s legitimacy latent, Hans Blumenberg tells us, in its “claim to carry out a
radical break with tradition and in the incongruity between this
and the
reality of history, which can
begin entirely anew” (116). “Modernity,” he
writes in The Legitimacy ofthe Modern Age — one of the most original re-think
ings of both the substance and process of Western intellectual history — “was
the first and only age that understood itself as an epoch and, in so doing, simul
taneously created the other epochs” (116). It is in the nature of modernity to
self-propagate, he continues, because it distances itself even from the most
recent past with which it is identified. Blumenberg addresses the problem of
newness through
concept of “re-occupation.” Arguing against the popular
“secularization” thesis supported by most theorists of modernity, he tells us that
modern philosophies of history do not break from but “re-occupy” earlier posi
tions. He explicates this metaphor in terms of the contrast between “content”
and “function.” “Totally heterogeneous contents,” he states,
“take on iden
tical functions in specific positions in the system of mans interpretation of the
world and himself” (64). He views the idea of progress, for example, neither as
a secularized Christian idea nor as a modern idea affected by Christianity. In
Blumenberg’s account, it is essentially modern in its content (the initial idea of
e progress)
his the
epochsbebut heavily affected by Christianity in the functionhisthat
content is forced to perform (the function of explaining the meaning and pat
tern of history as a whole). For him, unlike Foucault, continuity underlies the
change of
and it is a continuity of problems rather than solutions, of
questions rather than of answers.
Blumenberg’s work, mostly overlooked in favor of Foucault’s more opti
mistic diagnosis of the interruptive temporality of the modern, is crucial in
understanding the contradictions in recent negotiations of modernity. It
explains, for example, the disjuncture between political desire and critical prac
tice at work in Homi Bhabha’s “'Race,’ Time, and the Revision of Modernity,”
one of the most influential contemporary theories of the new. It also explains
why Bhabha is condemned for being complicitous with the very epistemologies
that are the object of his criticism.4 That is, Blumenberg explains why
own
critique can be seen as operating at the discursive level only, despite
politi
cal desire to “slow down the linear progressive time of modernity” so that “'the
pauses and stresses of the whole performance’” can be revealed, and “our sense
of what it means to live, to be, in other times and different spaces, both human
and historical”
transformed (253, 256).5 For Blumenberg modernity
involves “a continual questioning of the conditions of existence” (242). This is
a conflicted social process of identification, interrogation and disavowal of
extraordinary complexity, which requires the constant production of new pasts
to maintain its rhythm of temporal negation and projection, as urgently as new
images of the future.
Because there is the danger of confusing this process and “the theoretical
anarchy of aporia,” Bhabha makes sure to distinguish his revision of modernity
from that of postmodern theory (245). He wonders whether the “synchronous
constancy of reconstruction and reinvention of the subject,” characteristic of the
critical discourse on modernity, “does not assume a cultural temporality that
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may not be universalist in its epistemological moment of judgement, but may,
indeed, be ethnocentric in its construction of‘cultural difference”’ (240). For
him, modernity is also about “the historical construction of a specific position
of historical enunciation and address” (243), a specific “we” that “defines the
prerogative of
present” (247). Historically, the “we” that has been defining
the present have been the Europeans. Historically, also, the colonial space pro
vided that present’s pasts and futures. It is not surprising, then, Bhabha argues,
that Europeans now use the postcolonial space to produce their most recent
“new time” of postmodernity. That space’s
of fragmentation,
to
the violent way in which the colonial encounter has intervened in its histories,
and its necessarily disjunctive narratives are the West’s metaphors of post
modernity. The
of “what it means to live, to be in other times and
different spaces, both human and historical” is erased by this metaphoric
process, which needs these other times and spaces only as abstractions—
images, styles from which to define the present. Only in the postcolonial space,
he tells us, can
find the unedited transcript of the modern that contains the
stories of “what could have been” had they not been crossed out (245). Accord
ing to him, these stories are what give modernity its characteristics of contin
gency, indeterminacy, and transitoriness and not, as postmodernism tells us,
“the endless slippage of the signifier” (245). By drawing attention to the impor
tance of colonialism in the historical constitution of modernity’s disjunctive
form, and by pointing to its displaced repetition in the postcolonial, Bhabha
wants to rethink the historiography of the modern and change the conditions
through which narratives of the new are generated. For him the “interruptive”
temporality of the postcolonial “now” with its “culturally hybrid social identi
ties” is the model of a future time where there is no gap between the lived and
the historical consciousness of the present (250).
Several critics have taken issue with Bhabha’s bid on behalf of “the hege
mony of the concept of the postcolonial” as the site of the modern. “There is
not necessarily anything specifically postcolonial’ about the reproduction of the
more general structure [of displaced repetition],” Peter Osborne writes in The
Politics of
“although the repetition of colonial differences is currently
of its most important, and hence most heavily contested sites” (199). For
Osborne, the general structure that Bhabha identifies as particular to postcolo
nial modernity is the very structure that characterizes the post-Enlightenment
production of modernity as the social process of differentiation, identification
and projection. He thus argues that Bhabha’s code of displaced repetition is too
restrictive “given the plurality of forms of social difference (especially class and
gender) making up the world they represent” (199).6 To reduce this general
structure to the temporal logic of the
“postcolonial,” he argues, leaves it
open to a formalist reading which risks the “danger of reinstating] original dif
ference across its supposed temporal rupture” (199).
In a similar
speaking from within the discipline of postcolonial stud
ies, Gayatri Spivak has argued that universal applications of postcoloniality
conflate internal and the various different heritages and operations of coloniza
tion in the rest of the world. The stories of the postcolonial world, she writes,
are not necessarily the same as the stories coming from “‘internal colonization
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the patterns of exploitation and domination of disenfranchised groups with
in the United States” (Outside 278). Other critics have also charged not only
Bhabha, but postcolonial criticism in general, for not being forthright about
their relation to contemporary capitalism. Arif Dirlik and Aijaz Ahmad,
instance, see postcolonial criticism answering the conceptual
presented
by transformations in global relationships within the capitalist world.7 Others
still, have criticized Bhabha for reintroducing an unexamined totality through
the back door “by projecting globally what are but local experiences,” for leav
ing unexamined the heterogeneity of colonial power, and for being complicitous
in the production of ameliorative metaphors of the problems of colonialism in
the beyond and not in the here and now.8
It is very difficult to imagine a “new time” in the present.9 Any such
prophecy always runs the risk of being implicated in the very vision of the
future that it seeks to avoid. The future, that is, as transparent becoming that
must establish itself in relation to an ever-expanding and temporally heteroge
neous past. It appears that despite
critique of Foucault's work as ethnocen
tric, Bhabha also “falls prey to the notion of the cultural’ as a social formation
whose discursive doubleness ... is contained in a temporal frame that makes
differences repetitively contemporaneous’” (243). He offers time-lag to “cut
[modernity] off from its empirical origins and original motivations” so that he
“cleanse it of its imaginary complicities,” to cite Foucault (4). But, in the
process, as the critiques above indicate, his vision of a postcolonial contra
modernity also “makes differences repetitively contemporaneous.”
Both time-lag and past projection, his tools for slowing down the forward
movement of modernity so that the past and its symbols can
projected for
ward in the future and circulated in the present, are useful in changing the nar
ve of modernity. How useful are they, though,
for changing the present, for
place

creating a radical break with history and inaugurating a new time not only for
criticism but also for life? Both projection and time-lag are the characteristic
symptoms of nostalgia. Nostalgia is a composite of the Greek nostos (return)
and algos (sorrow). Jean Starobinski, points out that it was a word initially
coined as a medical term in 1688; it is a “pedantic neologism . . . invested with
the appropriate classical trappings” (Gourgouris 222). The prevalence of
Homer in the discourse of the West was probably crucial in the invention of
this word. Since in Homer, however, “the return home” was coupled with
desire, not sorrow, nostalgia is a relatively modern discourse, the inevitable part
of an Enlightenment world.10 A world, that is, which defines its time through
differentiation, identification and projection with a past or a place, which, by
the fact that it is the product of the subject’s projection, exists as the fantasy of
the real for which the subject then longs. Renato Rosaldo, in
investigation
of representational violence in modern nostalgia, has demonstrated how this
seemingly innocent sentiment masks the cultural expression of dominance that
he calls “imperialist nostalgia.” “Imperialist nostalgia,” he explains, “uses a pose
of 'innocent yearning’ both to capture people’s imaginations and to conceal its
complicity with often brutal domination” (70). He argues that in Euro-Amer
ican modernity imperialist nostalgia erases collective responsibility and replaces
it and personal responsibility with powerful discursive practices through which
the past is perceived or narrativized as another
or culture.
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Because Bhabha's nostalgia does not long for or does not try to forget or to
sublate a past but aches for a future, it is not imperialist but utopian: it longs
for a present that is not yet present, a time when we all know what it
to
live, to be, in other times and different spaces, both human and historical”
(256). As such, it is the
longing for a return to nowhere. The tem
plate of this nowhere in the discourse on modernity, Bhabha himself argues, is
the colonial space (246). According to him, it is this nowhere that the “subal
terns and ex-slaves” seize in order to rewrite modernity’s narrative and to trans
form the center of thought and writing (246). And, it is this nowhere that he
seems to be nostalgic for, treating it as if it is already past, when contemporary
realities — and his own argument of its displaced repetition in the postcolonial
—
us that it is very much in the present.11
Nostalgia for utopia is quintessentially paradoxical.12 Both past and future,
it is outside history — the history of the present. Outside history, “neither tele
ological nor ... endless slippage,” neither fixed (nostalgia) nor always in motion
(utopia), it holds the place of the historical sublime (253). This is a highly
aporetic move, despite Bhabha’s differentiation of his “genealogy for post
modernity” from Eurocentric ones that posit it as “the aporetic’ history of the
Sublime” which he criticizes for “merely chang[ing] the narratives of our histo
ries” and not our sense of what it means to in other times and places (251).13
For this sense to change, the conditions of possibility that he envisions must be
produced in the present and not in the retrospective past or projective future.
The answer to my question whether it is possible to break with the past, based
on my reading of Bhabha’s work, is a clear “no.” This does not mean, however
that the tools that he gives us are useless, as Osborne argues. If we see
work
as a “re-occupation” (remembering Blumenberg) of the discourse on moderni
ty, that is, if we understand that the content of
work is new but that its func
tion is not, then, we can begin to understand that continuity is not the sign of
backwardness that Foucault makes it to be in The Archaeology of Knowledge.
Nor is it the sign of “the history of modernity’s antique dreams,” as Bhabha
reads it (250). Rather, to paraphrase Bhabha’s definition of time-lag, it is the
means through which the making of the past is kept alive (254).
The foremost symbol of continuity in Western culture has been Greece.
Making up “our” everyday, according to Henri Lefebvre, its function in the dis
course of the West has been to represent both history’s totality and its radical
incompleteness. “When we question Greece,
are questioning a historically
tested utopianism,” he writes in Introduction to Modernity, his highly poetic
attempt to think the new (226). “In Greece we recognize our own problems,”
he continues, “ we want to know how our problems differ from hers” (226227). For Lefebvre “Greece alone caught a glimpse of the total man, vitality,
harmony — and let them slip away” (226). For him the questions of
Greece make up “our” everyday which he defines, in Critique ofEveryday Life,
as that which is most phenomenologically familiar, hence least differentiated,
and sociologically residual (97). Greece, thus, defines modernity. Consistent
ly throughout the process of this form’s constitution — either as the specific
“antiquity” or the more general “tradition” — Greece has figured as the univer
sal that Europe needed to either signify an irreversible break from, or project a
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movement forward towards, in its process of self-totalization. It was also the
universal that Europe used to signify the qualitative difference of its universal
ity from that which it projected onto Greece. Simultaneously reconstructed
and dismantled in the dream of recovering lost origins and inaugurating new
times, Greece has been the site of the West’s “phantasmatic reconstitution,” its
“dream nation,” to cite Stathis Gourgouris (157). The examples are countless.
In England, from the late eighteenth century when it began to displace Rome
as the point of origin of English culture to the nineteenth century when, as cul
tural fantasy, it served as its model, Greece consistently was evoked as the his
torical abstraction that ensured the concreteness of English “civility.”14 In the
S. today, despite the efforts of multiculturalist and postcolonialist critics to
question the universal validity of Eurocentric norms, Greece still tends to rep
resent “our civility.” Neo-conservative public intellectuals like William Bennett
and conservative critics like Roger Kimball see the efforts of multiculturalism
as a direct attack on patriotism, democracy, and civilization. Kimball argues
that “despite our many differences, we hold in common an intellectual, artistic,
and moral legacy, descending largely from the Greeks and the Bible, [that] pre
serves us from chaos and barbarism” (postscript)
Located in this impossible position, Greece is an example of what Michel
de Certeau calls the “originary non-place” from which all historiographical pro
jects begin (90-91). Both utopian — in that it harbored the promise of a con
crete universality — and empirical — in that it offered a critique of the present
— Greece is the category of historical analysis with which the West’s myth of
progress was rendered into logos. It is also the category with which current
postcolonial demystifications of that logos (embedded as they are in it, even as
its negation) map their ideal future. Thus, when exploring “the history of
modernity’s antique dreams” in an attempt to revise modernity,
must look at
not only “the writing out of the colonial and postcolonial moment,” as suggest
by Homi Bhabha, but also at the writing in of “antiquity” (253). It too con
tains erasures. Of the many examples which support this point, I will trace this
function of Greece in two of the most influential critiques of the historiography
of modernity: Henri Lefebvre’s Introduction to Modernity and Edward Said’s
Orientalism. Said’s work is part of the discourse of postcolonial contra-moder
nity, in fact, it is one of its founding texts. Lefebvre’s is part of the discourse
which rethinks the modern as the “everyday.” Lefebvre was instrumental in
inaugurating this discourse in
concretizing of Marx’s concept of alienation
as “critical knowledge of the everyday,” and as such he is a forerunner of cultur
al studies.15 Both critics address the production and temporalization of history
by and as modernity not only as an existential but also a social process embed
ded in material processes. Yet, both stumble when it comes to
“Greece alone concerns us,” writes Lefebvre in Introduction to Modernity
(2). “Our dialogue with other eras, with India or the Orient, is marginal . . .
Greece, the original source, offers the only ideal and the only idea of man’s pos
sibilities . . . Greece is the yardstick against which we measure our own selfknowledge” (226). I hardly need to mention the large body of work (mostly
from postcolonial studies) which shows that the dialogue with India and the
Orient was indeed central to Europe’s self-constitution. I also hardly need to
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mention the even larger body of work on Greece as origin, the litany is much
too long and all too familiar. I will repeat the crux of it using Lefebvre as the
mouthpiece:
It was Greece which created historical thought and political thought.
Greek philosophers discovered active reason, based on social praxis.
They gave language a form; they elaborated its theoretical and practical
categories. By mediating on its social and political effectiveness, they
brought the essentials of social and political praxis to the logos. . . .
They also sensed the limits of the logos. They posed all the problems.
They tried all the directions.
(226)

According to Lefebvre’s listing of its virtues, Greece was “modern,” before all of
“us.” Sounding quite Habermasian in his definition of modernity as
autonomous
he tells us that, for a brief moment at least, Greece had
“confidence in the universal logos and in the power of the rational” (228). Yet,
he also tells us that it is the tradition against which we define our modernity. It
is “a vast, imaginary screen,” the “region of the past” with which “we”
“our present age” in the hopes of founding a “new Greece” (226). Here, in this
contradiction between modernity as qualitative and modernity as chronologi
cal, Lefebvre betrays his argument of Greece’s modernity as his own and per
forms what Foucault calls “the most touching of treasons”: he suppresses the
very question of the “historicity of the thought of the universal” (“Kant” 95).
Ironically, his work’s
is to trace this very historicity. Both Introduction
to Modernity and the larger project of which it is a part — his critique of every
day life, a project that he pursued for over fifty years — have as their political
aim the social production of possibility at the level of historical time, the time
of the everyday.16 He writes in Critique ofEveryday Life: the everyday is “pro
foundly related to all activities, and encompasses them with all their differences
and their conflicts; it is their meeting place, their bond, their common
ground”(97). As such it is the partially realized form of the unrealized univer
sality of the species as opposed to the abstract but realized universality of its
alienated forms (money, the commodity, the state). In Introduction to Moderni
ty, the metaphor for this real yet radically incomplete totality is Greece:
“Greece alone caught a glimpse of the total man, vitality, reason, harmony —
and let them slip away.” Thus for Lefebvre it functions both as a realized
abstraction against which “we” define ourselves, and a concrete, though fleet
ing, example of the unalienated universality of the “good” universal, i.e. the
unrealized universality of the species. He goes into the realm of culture to make
point. Defining ourselves against this realized abstraction, he
us, leads
to classicism while, at the same time, as an example of the good universal, this
abstraction powers romanticism. He defines classicism and romanticism not
narrowly as artistic movements but as “totalities” — partially realized systems
of thought. “Without some kind of concrete unity,” he explains, “neither clas
sicism nor romanticism
have created the aesthetic world’ they needed in
which to exercise their own creativity” (326).
the underlying unity (the
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“yardstick”) which accompanies all differentiation and furnishes it with its
social meaning, Greece provides classicism and romanticism with their identi
ty. “
classicism,” he continues, “it is the goal, something to be achieved by
the
of passion and imagination. It is recognizable and repeatable. For
romanticism, unity remains a possibility, and nothing more” (326). In both
instances Greece is the realized abstraction, the “non-place,” that allows the
present to take its shape as a partially realized totality that needs to be “'present
ed” that is, “made present" (327). In so doing, Greece continues to bring “social
and political praxis to the
” (226).
For Lefebvre, then, the example of Greece helps us analyze dialectical
movements, like the one found in the conflictive relationship between classi
cism and romanticism. It also helps restore “vitality, harmony, and reason” in
our present time and free modernity from mystifications like the ones found in
all sorts of modernisms (including postmodernism). As the above account of
his characterization of its function in the present shows, Lefebvre uses Greece
to take issue with aesthetically centered or purely epistemological symboliza
tions of the present. “This period which sees and calls itself entirely new,” he
complains, “is overcome by an obsession with the past:
history. His
tory begins . . . with the here-and-now, with each passing minute. Historical
becoming is immediately upon us, and immediately it becomes history” (224).
“We are overloaded with fragmented pieces of unarticulated information, the
of the past, knowledge as scrap-yard” (225). “Myths are back,” he con
tinues, “and with them the philosophy of myths and reflection of myths. No
one seems to see the disconcerting aspects of it all: a reliance on a form of
thought and a profound sensibility which, though uprootable, is untransplantable” (330). And finally, showing his strong critique of unhistoricized uni
versalism, or classicism without the contradiction of romanticism, he writes,
“classicism turns myths into allegories; it freezes them to death” (326).
How ironic that, despite his criticism of such a process, he also allegorizes
Greece, literally creates it as the space of the other, the “mythic zero” of moder
nity’s (and his own) historiographical project, the thing that allows him to “pre
sent” modernity. For the Marxist Lefebvre, “presenting” atemporality is of the
utmost importance because, in its dialectic with the partially realized universal
ity of the everyday, it rehistoricizes
and drives away the abstraction
that leads to alienation. This disruption of atemporality, however, together
with the hoped for “presenting,”
lead to the retrospective construction of
images of the integrity of the past. His argument of the “totality” of Greece is
one instance of such retrospection. Greece for him is at once empirical and
utopian. It is empirical in that it offers a critique of everyday life in the present
and utopian in that it harbors the promise of a concrete universality. For Lefeb
vre, Greece’s power lies in the disjunction between these two aspects. Yet, this
is where its misrepresentations lie also. Lefebvre’s own misrepresentation is
obvious in the contradiction between his insistence on Greece’s historical speci
ficity and his treatment of it as an abstraction, an alienated one at that too.
How else would one explain “all the bad dreams, the nightmares, the forebod
ings about imminent catastrophe” that he sees together with his vision of the
myth of Greece? (227)
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Postcolonial theory has analyzed these nightmares as the return of the
repressed and uncanny past, the product of “the writing out of the colonial and
postcolonial moment” from “the history of modernity’s antique dreams” (Bhab
ha
As with all analysis, however, there is always the risk of counter-trans
ference and the reinstitution of the nightmare, the re-inscription, as we saw in
Bhabha’s work, of modernity’s antique dreams as the visions of the future. Only
if the liminal space of the postcolonial remains exterior to history — a utopian
“non-place,” a projective past — can it provide the perspective of a completed
whole from which the present can appear as radically incomplete. When it
becomes part of history, it suffers the fate of Greece. Its record as a “histori
cally tested utopianism” (as we saw in Lefebvre) was the
through which
Western modernity replenished its images of totality (either through its identi
fication or through its difference from it).
This is the problem with liminality or the place in-between: it might be the
place of resistance, but it just as easily can seen as the place of complicity par
excellence.
de Certeau explains, a “non-place” is indispensable for any ori
entation but it cannot have a place in history because it is the principle that
organizes history (91). As such, it is the object upon which the subject projects
the values that constitute it, that is, produce it in time, without itself ever being
in time. “It could be said,” de Certeau continues, “that it is myth transformed
into a chronological postulate — at once erased from the narrative but every
where presupposed in it, impossible to eliminate” (91). And, he concludes: “A
necessary relation to the other, to this mythic zero,’ is still inscribed in the nar 
densewith all the transformations of genealogy, with all the modula 
ve content
tions of dynastic or familial historiestwo
concerning politics, economy, or mentali
ties” (91). Under the logic of de Certeau’s argument, while initially it was
Greece, its latest transformation places this postulate as the location in-between
of the postcolonial. Described by Bhabha as standing defiant against any hege
monic subscription to otherness, forever liminal and, as I have indicated, in
danger of being seen as the ground of complicity par excellence (much in the
same way that Greece
this space must be interrogated. “We are to look up
from this ground,” writes Stathis Gourgouris in his mapping of the nation as
the space of this otherness, “not to what beckons the utopian (like so many sec
ular prophets) but to what breaks into the space of the present time” (281). It
is my contention that what breaks into the present time of the postcolonial is
the ghost of Greece as Other.
Nowhere is the crossing of these
moments in the history of “the myth
ic zero” more evident than in one of colonial discourse analysis’s groundbreak
ing texts, Edward Said’s Orientalism. The contradiction between political
intent and critical practice, claims for a new narrativity and the reality of the
persistence of the old that this crossing produces, is reflected most clearly in his
treatment of Greece. Greece for him, contrary to his proclaimed Foucauldian
methodology, is both at and the origin of a seamless and unified European iden
tity and thought that is essentially the same from antiquity to today, only now
it is more
and complicated. His Auerbachian high humanism leads
to forget his own argument that this sense of continuity is an eighteenth-cen
tury fabrication that was materially consolidated in the nineteenth century.17
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Instead, he argues that the demarcation between Orient and West “already
seems bold by the time of the Iliad” (Said 56). “With Aeschylus’ The Persians
and Euripides’ The Bacchae, the first and last extant Greek play,” he continues,
“the two aspects of the Orient that set it off from the West . . . will remain
essential motifs of European imaginative geography.” “A line is drawn between
two continents,” he
“Europe is powerful and articulate; Asia is
defeated and distant” (57).
Clearly, the question of Greece’s function and location is central to Said’s
argument; it is also what complicates
argument. He begins his definitions
of orientalism by labeling as an orientalist anyone “who teaches, writes about,
or researches the Orient — and this applies whether the person is an anthro
pologist, sociologist, historian, or philologist” (2). He next defines orientalism
as situated beyond academic boundaries, as a mentality traversing a great many
centuries and functioning as “a style of thought based upon an ontological and
epistemological distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time)
‘the Occident’ ” and as such, capable of accommodating “Aeschylus ... and Vic
tor Hugo, Dante and Karl Marx” (2-3). And finally, he argues that it is “a
Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Ori
ent” (3). He then comes to his famous conclusion that without examining ori
entalism, “one cannot possibly understand the enormously systematic discipline
by which European culture was able to manage — and even produce — the
Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and
imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period” (3).
If one follows the temporal schema of his mutually incompatible defini
tions, orientalist discourse began in the post-Enlightenment period and, para
doxically, also with the tragedies of Aeschylus. It “derives from secularizing ele
ments in eighteenth-century European culture” (120), but it must also be
understood “not as a sudden access of objective knowledge about the Orient,
but as a set of structures inherited from the past, secularized, redisposed, and
re-formed by such disciplines as philology” (122). This double genealogy at the
center of his historiographical project raises the question of the relationship
between orientalism and colonialism that, for Greece, is particularly crucial. If
post-Enlightenment Europe is cited as the origin of orientalism, then oriental
ism is an ideological aftermath of colonialism, and nineteenth-century Greece
under the “protection” of the European powers is a colonized space.18 This is
the genealogical strand in Said’s work that informs Stathis Gourgouris’s argu
ment in Dream Nation that Greece is an example (the only he tells us) of the
“colonization of the ideal.”19 If, on the other hand, European antiquity, and its
increasing influence from the Middle Ages onward, is cited as the origin of ori
entalism, then orientalism seems to be the essential element of the modern
European imagination. Under this scenario, Greece’s own appropriation by
Europe is forgotten in the name of its powerless but ideologically seductive (for
the Greeks) and, as we saw in the case of Lefebvre’s use of it, politically conve
nient (for the Europeans) institution as the origin of Western
After all,
this “other within” not only provides Europe with an identity but also with dif
ference (at the origin too!). Said’s merging of the ambivalent space that is
Greece with Europe, the power that has constructed it as “origin,” erases the
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present in the name of the epochal. Greece, the obstacle to his argument’s per
fect fit, becomes the victim of its teleology’s fearful symmetry: it must
ori
entalism’s place of origin so that the critique of Western culture and its origin
can be the end. Greece’s dual role, however, as part of “that hostile other world”
(56) that is the Orient and, in that it offers the “essential motifs of European
imaginative cartography” (57), part of Europe, makes it what he identifies as
the “otherwise silent and familiar space beyond familiar boundaries” (57).
understand this contradiction at the heart of Said’s work one has to turn
to Hans Blumenberg’s concept of “reoccupation.” Through it, one could argue
that his “contrapuntal” project in Orientalism, while helpful in contesting the
grand, continuist narratives of modernity, is not a break from but an example of
modernity’s basic temporal structure of historical self-definition through differ
entiation, identification, and projection. As Bhabha has argued, criticizing this
internal contradiction in Said’s intention and method, “the terms in which
Orientalism is unified — the intentionality and unidirectionality of colo
nial power — also unify the subject of colonial enunciation” (71). The example
of Greece’s double placement at both the origin and the end of Western culture
demonstrates that this subject is not unified at all. Understood not as a break
but as a “reoccupation” of modernity’s disjunctive form,
can argue that
entalism offers alternative temporalities in its content: it redefines the site of the
enunciation of the “modern” and
the colonial character of its origin. At
the same time, one can also argue that it is affected by the European discourse
on modernity in the function which that content is forced to perform: the func
tion, that is, of inscribing the spatial logic of social differences across a common
temporal frame (despite its intentions not to). Clearly, in order to avoid the
temporal homogenizing of social differences, Orientalism, as one of the found
ing texts on the postcolonial translation of modernity,
to “re-occupy” the
function that its content is forced to perform. To do so, such work
to
examine its own historiographical operation and situate its own “originary non
place.” In other words, it
to analyze the dialectical movement between
itself and the critical discourse on modernity so that it
free itself from the
baggage of aesthetically centered — or “modernist” in Lefebvre’s sense —
interpretations of the present. Only then can we enter the “new time” promised
by the postcolonial translation of modernity. The time, that is, in which we
know “what it means to live, to be, in other places and different spaces, both
human and historical” (Bhabha 256).

Notes
1. Bhabha’s “Conclusion” in The Location of Culture, 250, was first published as
“’’Race’, Time and the Revision of Modernity” in Oxford Literary Review 13
(1991): 193-219. My page numbers refer to the book.
2. See Anderson, (96 -113), Jameson, “Postmodernism” (59-92).
3. This question plagues every claim of newness, including Marxism’s own.
Marxist definitions of modernity are themselves not immune to criticism the
most relevant being that they neglect problems in the philosophy of history.

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jx/vol6/iss2/8





Ori


18

one


Editors: Vol. 6, No. 2 (2002): Full Issue

138

Journal x

“Postmodernism, one might say,” Peter Osborne writes in The Politics of Time,
“is the revenge of the philosophical discourse of modernity upon Marxism
neglecting problems in the philosophy of history” (ix).
4. Osborne’s is the most serious and most comprehensive of these critiques.
5. “Insofar as it is the name for both
existential and a social process, as well
as a project of theoretical elaboration,” Osborne writes, “modernity,’ must be
understood to embrace dimensions of temporalization beyond the purely enundative present of the sign” (199).
6. In Questions ofTravel in chapter four, “Feminist Politics of Location,” Caren
Kaplan offers an overview of gender and class informed accounts of postcolo
nial modernity that functions as a supplement to Osborne’s critique but also as
answer.
7. See Dirlik and Ahmad.
8. Dirlik (514), Parry (27-58). For a response to Parry’s critique see my 1989
interview with Gayatri Spivak for the Stanford Humanities Review Vol. 1.1
(Spring 1989): 84-97.
9 Especially, as Reinhart Koselleck shows us in
survey of the semantic his
tory of the concept of “new time” in Futures Pasts, after the Enlightenment
divorced the concept of “new time” from any fixed referent.
10. This is
of the central arguments in Theodor Adorno’s and Max
Horkheimer’s Dialectic ofEnlightenment.
11. Other postcolonial critics have also noted its presence. Kwame Anthony
Appiah points to the pitfalls of assuming that postcolonial
going beyond
colonialism. “Many areas of contemporary African cultural life” — he writes
in “ the Post-’ in Postcolonial’ the Post-’ in “Postmodern?” — “are not in this
way concerned with transcending — with going beyond — coloniality.” In
Anne McClintock, et. al. Dangerous Liaisons (432). Achille Mbembe, in his
response to Appiah, argues that the reason for this lack of “going beyond” is the
forgetting of colonialism’s memories that has begun to set in postcolonial soci
eties after the initial period of decolonization (353).
12. Gourgouris writes: “In being nowhere, utopia has access to everywhere, a
vision in motion always in the process of seeking a place. On the other hand,
nostalgia, by virtue of its tremendous concentration on the trajectory of return,
aims constantly at a fixed space” (224).
13. The ascendancy of postcolonialism in cultural criticism (obvious in the
rapid
of the field of postcolonial studies in the American academy in the
1980s) has been seen as the result of its affiliations with the emergent con
sciousness of global capitalism in the 1980s. Dirlik has argued that “the appeals
of the critical themes in postcolonial criticism have much to do with their res
onance with the conceptual
presented by transformations in global rela
tionships due to changes within the capitalist world economy” (502-503). The
success of the “feeling” for the postcolonial must also be seen as the result of its
affiliation with the libidinal economy of postmodernity as “the aporetic’ histo
ry of the sublime.”
14. For good representative accounts of the
of Hellenism by eigh
teenth-century England see Clarke’s Rediscovering Hellenism.
15. “Cultural studies” in the way Jameson reads it as a particular desire. He
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approaches it politically and socially as the desire to constitute a “historic bloc”
(“On Cultural Studies” 251).
16. The central piece in that project are the three volumes of Critique ofEvery
day Life, Foundation of a Sociology of Everydayness (1962),From Modernity to
Modernism: Towards a Metaphilosophy ofthe Everyday (1981). See also The Pro
duction of Space.
17. For a negative account of how these two different positions (Foucauldian
methodology and Auerbachian Humanism) manifest themselves in Said’s work
see Ahmad (159-219). Although Ahmads critique is harsh.— it received a
vociferous critical response in Public Culture 6.1 (1993) — it provides a useful
reminder of the importance of class in race, ethnicity and culture studies which
tend to aestheticize displacement. One can say that for a diasporic cosmopoli
tan intellectual schooled in the same
Euro-American institutions as
critics,
cannot help but write criticism that can only reflect the tensions
and complexities of this social history. This
is the argument that Aamir
Mufti also comes
even though he criticizes Ahmad for misreading Said’s use
of Auerbach. See Mufti, “Auerbach in Istanbul” (95-125).
18. For England’s and the other “Great
’” influence and “protection” of
Greece, see Richard Millman, Britain and the Eastern Question.
19. “If the story of India,” he writes “is the paradigmatic condition of the colo
nialist imaginary, then the story of Greece is the paradigmatic colonialist con
dition in the imaginary.” “These two stories have a common history,” he con
tinues, “the refracted history of‘Europe’” (6).
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1. Finding Eugene Field
August. Antiquers squatted at the mall, flea-market
style. Their makeshift sawhorse
clotted the
malls strict corridors. Overpriced knick-knackery,
costume jewelry and baseball cards, reproduced pick
salt and
like aninny

 pepper shakers, cracked pottery . . ..
 ahhh. In response to brand-new/on-sale/with-weakseams, I opted for the wares of a vintage book dealer.
I read spines for half an hour, flipped and raised dust.
Looking for out-dated illustrations of the world.
And then.
I opened a primer, slender and ugly, to the title
“Sleepy Kitty.”

Rhino 2000, The

The Cat is Asleep on the Rug. Step on her
Tail and See if she will Wake up. Oh, no;
She will not wake, she is a heavy sleeper. Per
haps if you Were to saw her Tail off with the
Carving knife you might Attract her atten
tion. Suppose you try.

Mississippi Review,

and The James
White Review, and
creative nonfiction in

Car Crash Culture

(St. Martins Press,
2001).

The illustration showed a small boy with a carv
ing knife about to de-tail a cat, the boy’s back to the
reader.
Indeed, I said to myself agreeing with myself,
gripping the book
a winning ticket, this is bizarre.
The mailers clopped by. Into Claire’s where ear
rings dangled. Into Target to get their kids back
packs for the new school year, see-through plastic
both a fashion statement and, for some public schools
since the Columbine massacre, a requirement to
inhibit gun-toting. Into Bath & Body Works to
abuse testers. Into the
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On the opposite page of this primer, an illustration of an unlucky child,
only the bottom of two little feet visible as she’s falling headlong into a well:

The Well is Dark and Deep. There is Nice Cool Water in the Well. If
you Lean
Over the Side, maybe you will Fall in the Well and
in the Dear Water. We will Give you some Candy if you will Try.
There is a Sweet Little Birdie in the Bottom of the Well. Your Mamma
would be Surprised to find you in the Well, would she not?
I paid the book-dealer $10 without quibble.
Without even knowing what I bought.
The Tribune Primer, by Eugene Field. Illustrations — crude and inexact in
proportion by John C. Frohn — accompanied Field’s little paragraphs. The
first edition of not over 50 copies was released in 1882, according to editor’s
notes. The inscription on this edition, in a trained cursive: “My dear wife Feb
22nd 1901 Fred.’’
I left the mall for once with an obscurity in my hands.
Who is Eugene Field? Who is the intended audience for
satire? Who
in 1882 could get away with a deliciously gory pre-Gorey sketch like this one,
entitled “The Gun”? (Its illustration shows two little children blowing down the
crab.

s of a rifle.)
his his
his

This is a gun. Is the Gun loaded? Really, I do not know. Let us Find
out. Put the Gun on the table and you, Susie, blow down one barrel,
while you, Charlie, blow down the other. Bang! Yes, it was loaded.
Run, quick, Jennie, and pickup Susie’s head and Charlie’s lower Jaw
before the Nasty Blood gets over the New carpet.

Eugene Field (1850-1895), known as “the first of the columnists,” bucked
traditions, including those of the life-long career that famed him originally:
journalism. One biographer claimed that “the serious business of news gather
ing bored him. He interlarded
interviews with extraneous flights of fancy
that enlivened the copy and invited libel suits, which came to naught, because
few lawyers wanted to sue a joke and catch a
”1 Copycat versions of
Chicago Tribune column “Sharps and Flats” (1883-1895) sprouted in ink
nation-wide, and continue to be popular today. Prior to this success in Chica
go, Field was editor of The Denver Tribune (1881-1883), and while in Denver
he wrote approximately 100 sketches (also called paragraphs, or skits, some
times satiric verse, or nonsense, and his original column-title for them: “Odds
and Ends”). These sketches became The Tribune Primer. And they were soon
dismissed, supposedly by Field himself who, despite his Primers many injured
and dead children,2 became known by 1888 throughout America as the “Poet
of Childhood.”
Field’s reign as the children’s poet began with “Little Boy Blue” in 1888, a
poem about dusty toys on a shelf awaiting the child who died in
sleep, the
child who “toddling off to
trundle bed . . . dreamt of the pretty toys:
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And as he was dreaming, an angel song
Awakened our Little Boy Blue —
Oh, the years are many, the years are long —
But the little toy friends are true!
This loyalty to the
child was, in its way, original to the nineteenth cen
tury. In the eighteenth century and before, high mortality rates for infants
inhibited this kind of parent-child bond assumed today as immediate, and even
when children endured their germ-susceptible first years, families were large
(by 1800, completed family size in the U.S. averaged 7.04 persons, compared
to 3.56 a century later3)’ and labor on the farm or in mills was inevitable for
many by age ten, rendering childhood’s jump-rope and dolly more or less irrel
evant. 4 The working class eighteenth-century family has the socio-historical
reputation of valuing children “economically” as prospective laborers, necessary
to keep the family in taters and cook
wood.
Science’s advances and industry’s
boom in the nineteenth century spared
and exploited children, respectively.
Basic discoveries in bacteriology
enlightened parents as to the germ
theory behind washing hands and iso
lating the contagiously sick. And for
infants not breast-fed, boiling milk and
sterilizing bottles were precautions
finally introduced around 1890 (Pre
ston and Harris 32). This,
with a cultural shedding of Calvinism, shifted
the child’s position in the family dynamic — a sort of “revolution in domestic
life” according to the Journal of Family History. Families were becoming “less
patriarchal and authoritarian, more affectionate and child-centered”
(Cartwright 316).
The 1991 study Fatal Years: Child Mortality in Late Nineteenth Century
America, however, submits that not until the first decades of the twentieth cen
tury did the principle of social responsibility for infant mortality gain full accep
tance in our country (Preston and Harris 31). In 1900, rich as the States were,
18% of its population were dying before the age of five, among the world’s
worst rates.5 More and more common, child labor trapped
in six children
aged 10-15; a third of all Southern mill workers were children (31). It was this
epidemic that ultimately shifted the child socially into preciousness. The child
hero Oliver Twist was born of this epidemic, and as French children’s literature
historian Isabelle Jan points out:

It was not until children
seen to be victims at the hands of their
seniors that the fictional child-hero stood a chance of coming alive . . .
. Forced labor, the crime committed against childhood in all nineteenth
century industrialized countries, turned childhood into an object of
pity.
(93)
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This phenomenon tightened the family unit in such a way that Field’s poem
“Little Boy Blue”
more as a comfort to a new kind of anxiously devoted
parent than it did a lullaby for a child. Field’s own family typified an emerging
family in the last decades of child-expendability and outrageous child mortali
ty in America, in the first days of “maternalism,” a mother/child-centered
movement that anticipated suffragism (Rollet 50). An early biographer
claimed that Field in his day “did more to elevate motherhood than any other
writer” (Below 77). Field as a husband and father
have adhered to the era’s
chivalrous code of protecting the wife, comforting the mother, shielding the
daughters, but in children’s poems like “Little Boy Blue,”
primary concern
is the comforting of the mother in every parent, radically including himself.
The original nouveau pere he was and “like a mother” he was devoted
unabashedly to his eight children and his many collected dolls.
In his most-often cited “Wynken, Blynken and Nod,” the “fishermen three”
sail to sea one night in a wooden shoe, to cast their nets for herring. The
terious comforts of night sky and sea are conflated (“The little stars
the
herring fish”), exalting sleep (i.e., death) as a naturalized heaven, making almost
pagan the r.e.m. in which moon and tide carry the innocent child. The misty
sea is a place where the child can cast nets wherever he or she
the little
fishermen “
afeard” with nets of silver and gold.
This poem may not overtly allude to child death
“Little Boy Blue,” but
its parallel of sleep and a naturalistic heaven, its ambiguous
to “bring
ing the fishermen home,” and its mention of the trundle bed as per “Little Boy
Blue,” allows the adult an easy double-read. “Wynken, Blynken and Nod” con
soles one house’s grieving parents just as it lulls the sleepy, healthy child in
another.
Much
the grief-stricken parlour song “Near the Lake Where Droop’d
the Willow,” popular at the same time, Field’s poem proposes a safe, other place
to which go our dear-departed, and what’s more — a natural, therefore tangi
ble, perhaps even familiar place. In a 1993 article “Changing Attitudes to
Death: Nineteenth Century Parlour Songs as Consolation Literature,” the fear
of hell is said to be “fading next to the
of lost love and the growing loneli
ness of an increasingly
society. Consolation was found in the concept
of a heaven that was a home-away-from-home” (Atkinsons 85). And “Near the
Lake” was a model for countless parlour songs after it that took on the point of
of the griever whose love has died, and persisted in equating the lost
beloved with nature, revealing how Americans were beginning to see death in
the realm of nature more than the judiciary of religion (Atkinsons 79, 81).
for Field,
persisting theme that death was not punishment for the child, but
a gate to eternal life (Conrow
is hailed by one biographer: “He twines a
wreath about the life and the Talling asleep’ of this child .... Grim death is
eternally lost in its beauty” (Below 67).
“Wynken, Blynken and Nod,” however syrupy and subtle, in hindsight can
be read as part of a gently subversive wave: a sensitized awareness of child mor
tality meets a nostalgia-wrought responsibility to ensure the state of childhood
be a happy one, all in response to Calvinism’s predestination, industry’s
exploitation, and a century pivoting on science.
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As I said, Field was famed originally as “the first columnist,” and though he
may have written several volumes of “serious” poetry (like The Clink of the Ice),
his nobility in the history of American popular culture is as “The Childrens
Poet Laureate.” My research then technically
the question “Who is
Eugene Field?” but I was at this point unable
reconcile the violent satire in
The Tribune
and the sugar-starry consolation of his
poems.
What bridged them? How did this intersect in Field as a person, as an icon?
Why were both so long ago “dismissed” into obscurity?
“Wynken, Blynken and Nod” was no more than a memorable title
me,
not even one from my own childhood. I remember Opie Taylor on “The Andy
Griffith Show,” after killing a mother bird with a slingshot, adopted its orphans
and named them Wynken, Blynken and Nod. And under the topic “Modes of
Transport” in a final round of “Jeopardy!” the answer was “They sailed in a
wooden shoe.” At the
the boozers’ play on Field’s title goes: “Drinkin’,
Blinkin’ and Noddin’.” When I asked my grandmothers about “Little Boy
Blue” each answered “’Come blow your horn,”’ quoting an entirely different
poem not written by Field. (They did, I should mention, know “Wynken,
Blynken and Nod” immediately.) Marginalized in the canons of children’s lit
erature, Field is not mentioned once in Gillian Avery’s Behold the Child; Amer
ican Children and Their Books 1621-1922 until the postscript, where he’s cast “on
a lower literary level” into the lot of “garden-fairy verse” writers.
After his death in 1895, Field’s poems were standard in most
schools, recited by children every
where, yet I have a suspicion that it
was teachers and parents that
assigned or requested Eugene Field,
as it was an adult audience that ben
efited from Field’s nostalgia and con
solation. I have a second suspicion
that Field’s title “Children’s Poet
Laureate” was an invention of his
peers rather than a matter laid to
some kind of vote (as the possessive
title
These suspicions are not meant to deny Field’s importance to
nineteenth century American children (mostly white children, perhaps), nor
should they cast doubt on his sincerity as their
Listen
I thank you very much for the lovely doll you sent me .. . Lucy is indeed
a charming little lady, and I am sure that she
enjoy life in the large
family of dolls I am gathering together. I should like meet with you
and talk with you about the many sacrifices such folk as you and I have
make
order
clothe and educate
beloved dollies as we feel
they should be clothed and educated .... I hope my dear little friend
that I shall never outgrow my love and reverence for that sacred instinct
which the fondness
these little pets reveals.
(Burt and Cable 133)
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This letter to a little girl would not have been considered spurious by his peers
and
And at the same time, he was known to stick his tongue out at
children in public and set them bawling. In Field’s poems he consoled griev
ing parents and provided adults with nostalgic embraces of childhood, but he
otherwise referred to this popular verse as “mother rot” and he was not afraid
to be critical in his column of parents and adults who “set about killing the juve
nile fancy as soon as it discovers itself” (Conrow 116). We now say pretending
or making believe, but for Field “juvenile fancy” meant lying.
The duality of Field represents a conflicted response
the changing role
of the child late nineteenth century America. As precious (to be protected,
innocent) and as precocious (unusually mature at an early age, popularly per
ceived as showing “spunk” via fancy and/or independence), the new American
child romped where values collided. And though she or he may not have
the violent satire in The Tribune Primer, this
Field — as an eccentric
children’s icon — defied notions of propriety, adulthood, and its platitudes.
One dimension of Field’s mythification as the “Children’s Poet Laureate” is
The Tribune Primers dismissal by peers and devotees determined
preserve
Field’s reputation. The day after his death at age 45, his “Sharps and Flats” col
umn was replaced with reproductions of his two most popular poems “Wynken”
and “Little Boy Blue.” Field’s eulogist called for children everywhere to
monuments in Field’s honor. A story circulated about a single white rose in
Field’s folded hands, from a poverty-stricken grief-ridden extra-sad little girl
begging hound the florist’s shop. Though hardly a conspiracy, each of these
reactions to Field’s early death de-emphasized Field’s career as a journalist
satirist. His family and biographers took Field’s idealization even further.
Field’s brother wrote in a posthumous edition of Field’s A Little Book of
Western Verse, “The publication of The [Tribune] Primer, while adding to his
reputation as a humorist, happily did not satisfy him” (xxxvii). Happily? Field’s
brother has claimed elsewhere that “Eugene at the time thought nothing of the
Primer, and, indeed, never sent me a copy” (Ashley 191). Field’s brother
assured his dear-departed, “Sleep the assurance that those who loved you will
always cherish the memory of that love as the tender inspiration of your gentle
spirit” (xivii). Not his bawdy spirit, the side that told fart jokes, or as Field’s
first really objective biographer, Conrow, calls it, Field’s “rabelaisian nature.”
Robert Conrow exposed the Field myth and brought
light much of
Field’s “sub-rosa” works, ones more akin to the satire The Tribune Primer, as
well as Field’s notoriety as a prankster, his willingness to costume himself as a
maid named Camille when the real Camille abandoned her post mid-meal, the
thespian scene he partied with, his underground fame at men’s clubs as master
of bawdy
the unfounded rumors that he really disliked all children but
his own. Conrow presents his readers with a Field that wore “the respectable
garb” of his title, “fitted and maintained” by devoted peers (99). But he does
not disqualify Field as a fraud; he equates Field’s pranksterism with his satire,
both developed to undermine adult airs, hence locating The Tribune Primer in
a
of works that spoke more directly and subversively children than did
any of his child-recited “mother rot.”
As do the works of Field’s peer Mark
Field’s
twists the knife
into an adult world full of hypocrisy.
known “proper” circles as mag
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nate Samuel Clemens, lambasted those same circles in works like Tom Sawyer
that gave the finger to “improving tales” and addressed the child as an equal,
encouraged the child to disobey,
run away, to get out of chores, to see
through adult pretenses. Just as Charles Dodgson taught mathematics and
became Lewis Carroll inciting daydreams, just as Theodore Geise started out
in advertising and ended up in Whoville with a Grinch stealing Christmas, the
“split personality” is not uncommon the
of childrens literature (Jurie
7-8). Field is another example, but one long-lost. His really subversive works
were buried for the posterity of his nostalgic verse that, in turn, would not sur
vive realism and the gaining cynicism of twentieth century kids.
Field’s gendering and sexuality as they show through history’s veil is com
stanzas,
to or
ing,deeply
butinI am
not going
put myself in ainposition hereactual
to
debate binaries

to to
like feminine or masculine, gay or straight, etc. If the he
concept of “queerness ”
can be expanded to include anyone who somehow challenges
destabilizes
heterosexist values, then Field can certainly be considered in these terms. He
doted on his dollies, indulged in drag as comic, and pranked all of Denver into
thinking a touring Oscar Wilde was arriving a day early, parading down Main
Street in the famous dandy’s costume. Field himself was a bit of a dandy,
though not in attire so much as reputation: his notorious salon, his love of per
fumes, and the theater crowd that he ran with. Conrow writes: “Field, like
Twain,
resented that the expression of sexuality seemed have taken a
backward turn since ancient times” (133).
Field clearly loved his wife and their eight children, and nowhere is there a
suggestion that Field was homosexual. What interests me is that he seemed to
be so “out” other ways (his sincere love of dolls, for one) that could in a gen
der-strict era cast suspicion on his inclinations regardless of
straightness.
He nonetheless found a loyal audience at distinctly homosocial “Men’s Clubs”
where he was Rated X and all the rage. This suggests that Field’s strength was
recognizing and playing
specific audiences: newspaper readers, parents
(especially mothers) and children, and fraternal men. This may also suggest
that Field occupied all these positions in the spectrum of being himself.
The most controversial of Field’s bawdy works is “Little Willie” and it pro
vides an interesting insight into Field’s (seemingly liminal) sexuality. Conrow
gives Field’s bawdy verses thorough attention
Field Days, much of which is
scatological and like Primer sketches in the ways they manage gross out pro
priety. Other bawdy verses involve “loose women” (mostly as Field has encoun
tered them running around with actors and actresses) enacting transgressions
that also gross out more than tantalize with the image of fornication. “Little
Willie” suggests an alternative
heterosexual male desire, to sexual desire in
general, through both intentional perversity and shocking innocence. The
third and final
usually censored, involve a man who prefers the compa
ny of his bedwetting son sexualized women:



Tis many time that rascal has
Soaked all the bedclothes through,
Whereat I’d feebly light the gas
And wonder what to do.
Yet there
lay, so peaceful like;
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God bless his curly head,
I quite forgave this little tyke
wetting the bed.

Had I my choice, no shapely dame
Should share my couch with me,
No amorous jade of tarnished fame,
Nor wench of high degree;
But I would choose and choose again
The little curly head,
Who cuddled close behind me when
He used wet the bed.
According to biographer Conrow, it was not the idea of a
man
reflecting nostalgically on the bed
shared with his own weak-bladdered son
that set off the Society for Suppression of Vice, but the reference
wenches
(Estes 175; Conrow 116). My very first response to “Little Willie” was
it through a contemporary awareness of pedophilia and piss-fetish, not a nine
teenth century sensitivity to the mention of prostitutes. My conclusion is that
the poem is nostalgic, privileging a non-sexualized intimacy with ones child
and all his flaws (to put it politely) over the woman as sexual conquest. This
certainly removes Field from the most secular standard of heterosexual mas
culinity presumably upheld in Men’s Clubs, and as I said of the verses Field
recited that did uphold such standards, they rarely titillated so much as they
transgressed propriety. Field was, after all, much more a “bad boy” than a
“lady’s man.”
Field’s nemesis — well, his only detractor, reviewer William Marion Reedy
— considered Field’s bawdy verse the “real” Field, disregarding his children’s
poems as the “selling out of a rank unsentimentalist” (Conrow 88). I perceive
Eugene Field as all of the above, as multi-spirited: satirist and sentimentalist,
journalist and poet, common man
and dandy man, dirty mind and ten
der heart, a rebel and a cause, a
prankster but with mouths to feed,
one of the first maternal husbands,
and always a grown-up child.
To understand, finally, The Tri
bune Primer, I sought out the text
that Field’s primer parodied: The
New England Primer. Six million
copies were printed between 1680
and 1830, and though Field was not born until 1850, he did not escape the
long shadow of this text’s religiously thorned instruction. A 1749 version
offered the letter F with this abstract example: “Foolishness is bound up in the
Heart of a Child, / but the Rod of Correction shall drive it from him” (Lystad
39). An 1830 version spouts a more consumer-oriented prayer: “See first, I
say, the living God / And always Him adore, / And then be sure that he
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will bless / Your basket and your store” (214).
Child-literature historian Mary Lystad explains that “the major portion of
the Primer . . . included the Dialogue between Christ, Youth, and the Devil, in
which Youth succumbs to the Devil, repents at the sight of Death, but is too
late to save his own life or enjoy an afterlife with God” (40). Fields consolato
ry lullabies
an alternative to this traumatizing narrative
while his
Tribune Primer, with its outright perversion of The New England Primers les
son format, including the capitalization of merited words and the mock-moral
tones, brings together a parody of a Calvinistic educational text with the spe
cific satirization of Denver, which to Field typified Americas urbanizing com
munities that forsook their working classes while privileging bourgeois mundanities. And whats more, according to Conrow, “In Denver, Field’s position
seemed to hold that the child’s most corrupting influence came from a society
which ‘educated’ children by merely imbuing them with illusory standards of
the larger society” (97). Education as an adult institution gets lampooned in
Tribune Primer sketches like “Mental Arithmetic.” Much like Lewis Carroll’s
Mad Hatter regurgitating Alice’s erudition and logos, Field loves to riddle-up
the standard quiz.

If a Horse weighing 1,600 pounds can Haul four tons of Pig Iron, how
many Seasons will a Front Gate painted Blue carry a young Woman on
one side and a young Man on the other?
I was beginning to see Field through the webs of myth and time. Part of
him responded to childhood as a new land of parent, and part of him respond
ed to childhood as a perpetual child. Despite Field’s subtitles to “Odds and
Ends” (“Tales Designed for the Information and Edification of the Nursery
Brigade” and “Pretty Stories for the Pleasure and Profit of Little Children”), his
hes and then the Primer were read be
by adults for the most
partam
(see
babies
my edi
takes
tion’As
s inscription, “My dear wife...”). If children experienced Field’s Primer, or
his originalsketches
column, it was inadvertently, or clandestinely, which I
sure gave
more thrill than Field’s recitables. What did they think of the representations
of children and violence? How did they negotiate the cruelties to
and
pets? How did they take the tones that dared them to tempt pain and fatality,
that promised picture books for petting wasps?
mentioned in footnote two, fifty-seven of The Tribune Primers ninetyfour sketches directly address children or the child’s world.6 In terms of vio
lence, this “half” of the primer can
broken down into three categories:
Sketches that:



A) encourage children’s transgressions via the courting of their own
injury, demise, or punishment
B) encourage children’s transgressions
cruel tricks (endangering or
hurting others, including pets)
C) expose the reality of violence and hypocrisy in home and school
(adult institutions)

Of the
that encourage the child to risk punishment, the scenario
becomes formulaic: a child not only breaks a rule, but
delight in it.
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Scratching “nice pictures” on the piano, leaving coaldust handprints on wallpa
per, getting ink on the lace curtains, eating all the jam, or the pears, and stickying-up the family album, all variations on splashing in the “delightful mud
hole,” as Field called it. Selma G. Lanes in Down the Rabbit Hole: Adventures
and Misadventures in the Realm of Childrens Literature extends the analogy when
she points out that what is “genuine fun to small children — like squeezing all
the toothpaste out of inviting new tubes — is always accompanied by anxiety
because retribution is sure to follow” (83). Yes and ouch: spanking time / so get
the switch / you’re grounded.
Lanes explores the rollercoaster tension in Dr. Seuss, whose Cat in the Hat
is the quintessential troublemaker text of my childhood and perhaps my gener
ation’s childhood. With mom-will-be-back-any-minute anxiety, Seuss’s Cat
breaks rule after rule, encourages the children to do so as well, until the mani
acally catchy verse climaxes with an image of the Cat as everybody’s favorite
statue: Liberty. Lanes compares Seuss’s version of mudhole-splashing to the
orgastic experience.7
There’s something only slightly more wicked about the majority of sketch
es in category B:
in teacher’s chair, mucilage in papa’s slippers, cruel tricks
but typical. They, like mudholes, provide an orgastic experience, without exten
sive damage to anyone’s person. The most violent injuries and demises in cat
egories A and B overlap with category C’s hypocrisies. An example like “The
Gun” suggests that the bourgeois would mourn their new carpets over gun-shot
kids, over and above a cautionary message more basically evident in “The Deep
Well” and these examples, “The Peach,” and “The Lobster:”
The Child who eats the [green] Peach will be an Angel before he Gets
a Chance to Eat Another.
The Lobster carries

Teeth on his arm. Pat him on the Teeth.

Cautionary in two ways, I should say: these two sketches caution the child
to not eat green
or pet lobsters, but as well they condition the child to
not trust the adult. After being stung and not getting any pretty picture book,
would you trust the adult tone of voice that said “Suppose you eat the Apple,
where will the Worm be?” And if you were a child smart enough to “get” paro
dy or nonsense, would you trust conventions that are so parodied? And would
you trust Field himself, who as editor of the newspaper repeatedly references
himself in
sketches as
of the community’s hypocritical adults?
But what to make of these excerpts from “The Bad Mamma,” “The
of Tripe,” and “Papa’s Razor”?
Why is the little Girl crying? Because her Mamma will not let her put
Molasses and Feathers on the
’s face. What a bad Mamma! The
little Girl who
had
Mamma must enjoy herself. Papas are
Nicer than Mammas. No little Girl ever Marries a Mamma, and per
haps that is why Mammas are so Bad to little Girls. Never mind; when
Mamma goes out of the room, Slap the horrid Baby, and if it cries, you
tell your Mamma it Has the
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Little children never Eat
Kind of Meat at supper unless you Want
to Dream about getting Spanked.
What is This
See? It is a Razor . . . Draw it across your Fingers and
Make it Dull
A Razor is a Handy Thing to have in a House where
there are Corns and Piano Legs to Carve. It is also Just the Thing to
Cut off the Kittens Tail with.

Here the orgastic and what might be the darkest side of Field emerge togeth
er. Might these sketches
related to
parents’ home or his own, or to this
dark side never confessed in any letter or memoir? There is seemingly no evi
of this dark side in existence according to
last biographer. No
diaries; perhaps no secrets.
Perhaps. The satiric tone of these sketches is deftly wicked, resonant with
tortured psychology, dashed with a sadism too specific to be nonsensical. More
deep-seated than simply anti-platitudinal, these sketches involve the reader’s
(the child’s) psychology at vulnerable levels: sexualizing fear of parents, invad
ing dreams with punishment, and then there’s always the kitten s tail, an act of
m in three different sketches. I return to my were
initial will
question: brags
Who is
amField?
Eugene
I
finding no unambiguous answers now, only the dark side of
own
childhood, my own personality, in these ambiguous little paragraphs. The
dreams of punishment, the resentments that debilitate a parent-child relation
ship, the thoughts of razors. I may be exaggerating, but to make a point: the
children to whom these sketches became accessible
complicated children
as always but in a newly industrial culture that as it immured the family, frag
mented the family. Field’s Primer offered
bow-tied
or tidy answers
to life’s problems. And the fact that violence happened in the home qualifies
“The Game of Croquet” and “Home Sweet Home” as . satire that breaks a
silence, that complicates thinking while the thoughtless are distracted by the
sound of their own laughter.

no m

Here we Have a Game of Croquet. Henry has just hit Nellie with a
mallet, and Nellie is calling Henry naughty Names. Their Mother is
not much of a Croquet player, but in a minute she
Come out and
Beat them Both.
Mamma is Larruping Papa with the Mop Handle. The children are
Fighting over a Piece of Pie in the Kitchen. Over the Piano there is a
Beautiful Motto in a gilt Frame. The Beautiful Motto says there is no
Place like Home.

The humor in these and the most violent of Field’s sketches has roots in
Southwestern humor. Flourishing in newspapers between 1830 and 1860, this
style of humor featured sketches of backwoods life, of pioneering, of Texan
babies mastering rattlesnake rattles with live rattlesnakes still attached. Mark
Twain comes out of this tradition, which exalts the hard times, and “
on
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the worst” (Miles 4). Field springs from this tradition, and Denver had its own
dangers: its
and larruping folks, its roaches and rats and mice and their
diseases, its concentrated lye and oil lamps, all odds and ends for Field. Any
baby that endures the brutal odds and ends of toddlerhood, that survives the
siblings who pinch his nose shut with a clothes pin,
child who rebels against
Math the Oppressor and
a beating and takes a bullying,
young per
son who endures the worst should not be ashamed. According to Southwest
ern Humor and Fields Tribune Primer, I should expose it, distort it laughable.
Brag on it.
Eugene Field died in
sleep. Out of all his writings, he left only a pam
phlet’s worth of autobiography, offering among random others these facts and
confessions:
I believe in ghosts, in witches, and in fairies. I should like to own a big
astronomical telescope, a twenty-four-tune music box. I adore dolls . .
. . I should like to have the
of voting extended to women. I
am opposed to capital punishment. I hate wars, armies, guns, and fire
works. I approve of compulsory education. I believe in churches and
schools. If I could have my way, I should make the abuse of horses,
dogs, and cattle a penal offense; I should abolish all dog-laws and dog
catchers, and I would punish severely anybody who caught and caged
birds .... I am extremely fond of perfumes. My favorite color is red.
(Burt and Cable 128-29)

2. Precious and Precocious Collide: “What have you done to its eyes?”
Today at a diner I heard an old lady say to her old lady friend, “Children are
supposed to bury their parents, not the other way around.” They nodded at each
other, booth to booth, a gentle but absolute gesture. “There’s nothing worse
than losing a child.”
Inarguable cliches. Who would argue with the parent who spoke them?
According to film theorist Vivian Sobchack in her article “Family Econo
my and Generic Exchange,” the secular baby and child have “held a privileged
place in bourgeois and patriarchal mythology since the nineteenth century.
Infancy and childhood have been represented as the cultural
of such posi
tive’ virtues’ as innocence, transparency, and a pure’ and wonderful curiosity not
yet informed by sexuality” (180). Not yet informed by violence, personal and
social, I’ll add. Ironically, the focus of her article is the modern baby/child in
patriarchal culture as made significant in Rosemary's Baby (1968) and 2001
(1968). Rosemary's Baby, like The Bad Seed (1956), The Omen
and The
Good Son (1993), suggests a very modern social anxiety: that one’s baby/child,
which is supposed to signify the future, hope, an untainted beginning, is actu
ally a dubious signifier. Jeffrey Dahmer was once a baby. What looks innocent
in the crib may see you — or the world — with the
’s eyes.
Last week I watched a
carrying to school a small town’s rural kids, skid
off an icy road into a frozen lake. This town in Atom Egoyan’s 1998 adapta
tion of Russel Banks’ The Sweet Hereafter is, of course, forever traumatized.
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Seeking represent the parents of the dead children, a city lawyer, whose own
daughter is not so
(a long-tragic junkie), projects a grief more apoca
lyptic than sad:

We’ve lost our children. They’re dead to us. They’re killing each other
in the
They wander, comatose, the shopping malls. Something
terrible has happened that’s taken our children away. Too late. They’re
gone.

The first fìnger pointed is always at TV and Hollywood representations of vio
lence. According the National Institute of Mental Health, pre-school chil
dren
“unwarranted aggressive behavior” after heavy TV viewing.9 A
“20/20” episode covered a related phenomenon: “small children so violent they
even frighten their own parents” evidenced with “startling home video.” Bird
flipping thuggish and slutty kids with pushover moms are featured almost daily
on talk shows in the last few years. “Do you have an overweight out of control
daughter,” a call for guests asks before going to commercial on “Maury Pauvich,” “who dresses sexy, is addicted
sex, and you want to give her a
makeover?” Staging them like freaks (freakish
that they do drugs or have
babies at thirteen or hate their parents, in that they defy “precious” and pervert
“precocious”), they are finally subjected to comeuppance: filmed trips
boot
camps, prisons, the
street, the soup kitchen. Simultaneously, another wild
ly popular talk show gimmick is the live drama of paternity test results, express
ing a growing instability in the family and a continuing debate over responsi
bility for child welfare. Television exploits the grimmer side of childhood for
ratings, and obnoxiously denies this side advertising.
Nostalgic about our own precocious
ness, adults today often appreciate this in
kids. Bart Simpson’s popularity, for
example. In a general social way, parents
and media encourage the child’s fancy
(though unlike Field we distinguish
“fancy” from lying), but fancy, the imagi
nation, is now commodified. “Of all the
journeys you’ll take
kids on,
are more important than flights of fancy,”
claims a recent Toys R Us commercial, a toy airplane soaring over housetops.
“Non-stop flights leaving daily from the one place that’s all for them.” (Though
not represented the ad, it’s not surprising when the child imagines that inno
cent toy plane rat-ta-tatting up and down the neighborhood with machine
guns. Or dropping bombs.) The twentieth century has come and gone since
Eugene Field’s death, and the child’s role in most certainly since the advent
of TV advertising, has been with growing intensity as future consumer.
The turn-of-the-millenium kids — “millenials” as titled by Howe and
Strauss — are according
these generational experts equipped with attitudes
and behaviors making them revolutionary as a “generation [that] is going to
rebel by behaving not worse, but better" (6). The news suggests an antithetical
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tale, however, as a sick trend of school shootings continued into 2001. Accord
ing
New York Times writer Fox Butterfield (on a 1996 episode of Frontline
called “Little Criminals”), “Society has definitely
more punitive over
the last fifteen years, with children particular. We are trying more children
as adults in adult criminal court. We are giving longer sentences. We are faced
with more violent children. And we are uncertain how deal with them.” The
turn-of-the-Millenium child romps as did the turn-of-the-century child that
Eugene Field observed: precious and precocious, where values collide.
At a Halloween party I attended last year my Midwestern college town,
undergrad vampires blitzed the punchbowl, their false fangs and vodka-breath
dazzling my
A skeleton / an Alice / a cowboy kissing a tin man /
psychedelically lit disco / and rockabilly pleather. I noticed a young woman,
dancing, with artificial blood in her hair and splattered all over what seemed to
be a cheerleading outfit. When she turned toward me, I
the felt letters
pinned her sweater: C-O-L-U-M-B-I-N-E.
So many kids injured or murdered, how could anyone mock such a tragedy?
And why was I so amused? The massacre at Columbine High School, one of
1999s “top ten stories” according
everyone from CNN to MTV, is where
late-twentieth-century childhood, adult violence, and popular culture collide.
A massacre of kids by kids, mass murder the style of some militaristic video
game: Columbine quickly became emblematic of America’s disturbed outsider
youth. Well, so asserted adult institutions like media and the government (that
simultaneously
and decry violence), setting off a wave of paranoia about
black-clad teens, and a nationwide blame game concerning the vulnerable state
of America’s children.10 “The Same Old Story, the Same Old Blame,” con
cluded USA Today, sparking an inconclusive self-critique by media. “Moving
Beyond the Blame Game,” begged Newsweek. “Hollywood Under Fire; Should
TV Share the Blame for Violence in America?” asked TV Guide. And an arti
cle in Economist titled “The Outcasts
” opens rather tongue-in-cheek:

No one can say the reaction was not swift. In most schools in Col
orado,
the week after the massacre at Columbine High School,
were suspended if they turned up in trench coats. The killers at
Columbine had worn such coats. Therefore, the threat was clear.
(27)
It was this immediate, widespread, and ridiculous scramble to oversimplify a
complex issue that made the costume/statement by the young woman at the
Halloween party strike a humorous chord, ringing true not as pro-violence but
as opposition Columbine the media-constructed “top story.” In a
way,
the Primers violence rings true as opposition by not reducing childhood and its
realities, by not projecting onto childhood an innocent essence, or revering
adult authority for the sake of its adult-ness. In answer Columbine, “Goth”
music, video games, the internet, and Hollywood were individually strung up
by parents, senators, and news media, resulting in a discursive bout of talkshow
tearjerking, political grandstanding, and uninformed scapegoating that failed to
answer what was, after all, the wrong question: Who or what is
blame for
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our doomed children? This was best satirized in the crudely animated film
(also a phenomenal tv series) that takes aim at propriety’s every sacred cow:
South Park, the Movie (1999).
In a scenario reminiscent of a Primer sketch, little Kenny burns himself to
death trying to light his own flatulence, imitating characters in a Canadian,
adult-rated comedy the South Park gang sneaked into the local theater to see.
Kenny’s death, the Canadian film’s absurdly indulged sexual language, and
above all its scatological humor inspire South Park adults to campaign nation
ally against the film. In a fit for someone to blame, the adults turn their sights
on the film’s country of origin. Mothers Against Canada rally with this knee
jerk war-cry, "Blame Canada!”
Times have changed. Our kids are getting worse.
They don’t obey their parents. They just want to fight and curse.
Should we blame the government? Or blame society?
Or should
blame the images on TV? No. Blame Canada!

Trey Parker’s and Matt Stone’s South Park, the Movie was called "a gleeful
swipe at hypocrisy”11 and they and other post-modern satirists (like Matt
Groening, Lynda Barry, and Renee French)
owe a debt to the lost but
ancestral Eugene Field, especially his Tribune Primer with its perverse fusion of
the child’s point of view and biting social critique. What’s refreshing about his
work, and theirs, is an arching empathy with the child as precious that is unfail
ing but not fooled; the social reality of the child is not falsely sweetened, as well
children "get away with murder” more often than they get away with cuteness.
Field’s children’s verse positioned the child as
because children were so
easily lost (remember that as late as 1900, 18% of the U.S. population were
dying under the age of five). The sweetness in his verse that we read today as
greeting-card glucose then played a vivifying role in bringing about social
responsibility for child welfare. His satire, however, is a subversive stitch in the
veil that Americans made of this sweetness, a veil that obscured the working
class child’s social reality,
often too gritty to be sweet. Field’s works cov
ered the social bases.12
3. Field’s Postmodern Descendents
In 1999, Time magazine named "The Simpsons” the number one television
show of the century. In it, the very anti-intellectual dad Homer is breadwinner
and transgressor, like Field without the chivalry or educated wit. Marge is a
liberal woman with phallic hair yet wearing pearls in the kitchen; it is she who
prods the family to church each Sunday. Oldest child Bart is a transgressor like
Homer and "the embodiment of all our childhood fun, unfairness, and anxiety.”
Middle child Lisa is a manifestation of sixties-era education and 70s feminism
who "studies hard and plays soft.”(McElroy 2-4). She is the show’s critical con
science, and when a neighbor asks Homer how he silences that little voice in his
head that says “Think!, he answers: "You mean Lisa?” Maggie rounds out the
family as the fractional part of the standard 2.5 kids. The Simpson couch is an

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jx/vol6/iss2/8



precious

36





Editors: Vol. 6, No. 2 (2002): Full Issue

156

Journal x

altar in situ before the house’s ruling force: the epicenter of Homer’s reality, the
television set.
Sherri McElroy, in a critical analysis of “The Simpsons,” declares that on so
many levels the show evokes our postmodern society. “First and foremost, ‘The
Simpsons’ tirelessly works to break down and ridicule the coherence of com
monly accepted meta-narratives,” with their hometown Springfield operating
as “a parody of the nation-state prominence of modernity” (6). “The Simpsons”
is its creator’s “skewed reaction” to the TV shows of
childhood like “Leave
It To Beaver,” “Father Knows Best,” and “The Donna Reed Show” which
pushed impossibly ideal representations of the American family. By “pandering
to a kid’s eye view,” Matt Groening exposes certain realities about the adult
world: “parents dispense dopey advice, school is a drag, and happiness can
attained only by subverting the system” (Waters 59). Groening told the Chris
tian Science Montior that satire is “not taking ourselves too seriously,” and that
solemnity “is always used by authority to stop critical thinking. ‘You can’t make
a joke about that,’ is a
of shutting people up” (Mason B7). This could
a manifesto for Eugene Field. Many of his peers insisted that “you can’t make
a joke about that,” burying with Field his child-addressing satire.
Groening’s peer and friend, comic strip artist and writer Lynda Barry, pan
ders to the kid’s eye view as well, specifically the “inner child.” I say this because
the setting for her strip, “Ernie the Pook Comeek,” is her own childhood era,
the 1960s. Barry is like Field in that her “inner child is also her outer child,”
both finding their way through a tricky adult world (Coburn 23). Rather than
wormy apples and deep wells, however, on view in her comic strip we encounter
modern themes of preteen angst, zits and crushes, “coolness” and cruelty, love
less or misguided parenting.
like Field, Barry is into dolls, but in a macabre fashion, having creat
a (sub)version of the “pregnant” doll which she calls “Monster Surprise.”
Pulling yards of knotted cloth-strip from an opening in a typical-looking rag
doll, finally out
a spider with a painted face. “Kids love it,” she tells an
interviewer, and (some) adults (like me) chuckle at the thought of being a kid
(especially a girl) anxious about the hairy biology of the adult body yet getting
anxiety-releasing giggles from Barry’s doll. Like Field’s Primer, if Barry’s work
appeals to adults, the
is in a realistic address of childhood that allows
adults to revisit “the simple, awful wonderful truths of what it feels
to be
nine or eleven or thirteen years old” (Coburn 23). Pop-psychologists now
would call this reclaiming your “inner child.”
The “inner child” is a distinctly twentieth century invention, but
Field
in the nineteenth century catered to — as doll-caretaker. A recent graduate of
a twenty week program for such reclaiming attests: “I stopped feeling worth
less. I don’t feel like damaged goods anymore. I have the energy to take care
of myself physically and spiritually. I have hope.”13 Barry echoes this senti
ment when talking to an interviewer about cutting her family out of her life:
“My life got a lot better once I cut them out. My health has improved. My
relationships are better. I can think more clearly. Who can argue with that?”
The popular perception of reclaiming your inner child, however, is less about
“cutting out” parents than it is learning to care for (or “parent”) yourself where
your parents have somehow failed, often including visualization of yourself as
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the innocent, wounded child that you must commit to protect and heal.
A darker and more perverse take on childhood is Renee French’s anti-cute
comic strip Grit Bath. I borrow the term “anti-cute” from Daniel Harris’s essay
“Cuteness.” He examines oppositional
to cuteness in contemporary
American culture, how with almost every overblown commercial cutie surfaces
an anti-cutie (Cabbage Patch Dolls give way to Garbage Pail Kids, for exam
ple). “Although cuteness is still the dominant mode of representing children,
the unrealistic expectation it has created in regard to our children’s behavior has
led to a new aesthetic: the anti-cute” (74). Cuteness projected onto children
by adults and media
be an isolating experience,
that falsifies or at least
confuses the child’s identity;
is the mark that “confirms” a child is pre
cious and innocent, a mark that talk show “thug-” and “slut-kids” are freakish
ly lacking. Renee French’s Grit Bath explodes the moral superiority of children
that evolved during Field’s time, the myth that all children are mother-rot lovin’
little innocents. In reality they are also “grubby, intense creatures, a surprising
number of whom like to
with — even consume — dirt, boogers, peeling
skin.” (Dery
French’s representation of her Jersey childhood in the 1960s
and 1970s is, according to cultural critic Mark Dery, chock full of a nasty dual
ity that has jaded twentieth century at large: priest/pedophile, clown/serial
killer, sex/death, dolly/dead girl, mass-produced perfection/pock-faced reality.
Not to mention the bunny as innocent but stupid:

It’s not the childhood sentimentalized by the soft-focus of adult remi
niscences [as in Field’s poetry], but [as in Field’s Primer\ childhood as
seen from a kid’s eye view, a parallel reality of bullies, scapegoats, cru
elty to animals, playing with dead things, budding sexuality, and creepy
little secrets that adults bury deeply — but never deeply enough, it
seems, that kids don’t dig them up.
(Dery 195)
Dery’s analysis credits French with drawing our attention to the child’s “prim
itive” side, the mudhole splasher in all of us, but taking the orgastic to a level
akin to Field’s darkest Primer sketches. A century ago, Field, in “The Bad
Mamma,” tapped into the reluctance parents should feel leaving older kids
alone with younger kids.14 Of course parents would like to believe siblings are
not cruel to each other; siblinghood, however, always acts as license to the jeal
ous but benign tease or underestimated injury, and sometimes its familial
“boundarylessness” gives way quite easily to malignant abuse.
French wants to explode not only the myth that children are innocent, but
the myth of the inner-child as innocent. One summer as a child, alone in my
father’s garage, I tossed grasshoppers into a bucket of gasoline, fascinated by
their spastic and futile attempt to escape. No
ever knew, but my “inner
child” must recall this experiment with death, and guilt or no guilt now or then
the notion of me as a purely innocent child is not something I can reclaim.
That does not mean I think we should eschew “the inner child,” but even when
we embrace that figurative child our histories cannot be revised as faultless.
Innocence is a veil constructed by adults and through which adults see child-
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hood. We must recognize that which is “underscoring our uncomfortable com
monality with what we once
and still may be inside” (Dery 205). The kids
in Grit Bath suggest that our inner children look not necessarily like doe-eyed
“Precious Moments” figurines, but, Dery concludes, “more like Chucky, the
pint-sized, knife-wielding sociopath in the Child's Play series” (205). Wielding
knives to cut off the
of kittens.
4. Conclusion
On this side of the misty sea, don’t trust anyone who sings you to sleep.
The sun aims with cancer at its target market. “Look out kids, the gleam, the
gleam,” rock-matriarch Patti Smith sings youth a millennial caveat emptor.15
Jon Benet’s mascara is still running. “The Monsters Next Door” play their
video games.16 There are metal detectors posted at the intersection of Ghetto
and Suburbia. How many black boys haunt Atlanta? Carol-Anne calls for
Mommy from inside the poltergeisted TV. The “fishermen three” are now
Teletubbies. The cradle falls, and its crash is caught on webcam for the world
to see.
Known or unknown, Eugene Field’s Tribune Primer, like the works of his
descendents a hundred years
blends satire and children’s points of
to
reinforce the idea that children are not so naïve or innocent, that adults are
often self-serving or hypocritical, and that childhood, even as it models itself
after observable adulthood, is independent, complex, and not to be shaken.

I thank Roger Mitchellfor his help and inspiration while writing this paper.

Notes
1. Indirectly quoted from volume 23 of The Dictionary of Literary Biography:
American Newspaper Journalists (1873-1900), page 111. This text quotes Field
biographer Slason Thompson.
2. Of the ninety-four
in Field’s Tribune Primer, tone always implies
that children are being addressed, but only fifty-seven of them directly address
children and/or the child’s world. Of the fifty-seven, twenty-three encourage
children to risk limb or life. Of the twenty-three, six feature a child’s demise
(“The Deep Well,” “Maggie and the Gas,” “The Gun,” “The [Oil] Lamp,” “The
Concentrated Lye,” and “The Peach”).
3. See Farrell and Greene.
4. 1870: One in eight children aged ten to fifteen years employed. 1900: One
in six children aged ten to fifteen years employed (Preston and Haines 32).
5. See Preston and Haines.
6. The remaining thirty-seven sketches do not necessarily address the child’s
world (i.e. kittens, pranks, school, and home), encompassing an adult world
(i.e. statesmen, romance, and the running of newspapers) that surrounds and
informs the child’s world. Of these thirty-seven, only twelve are of theme per
haps too vague for children (“The Dramatic Critic,” “The 4th Corporal”) and
only 2 overtly address an adult (unless children
assumed to smoke cigars
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or have wives). On the other hand, all of these thirty-seven sketches
to
a child’s ear with a parody of school-lesson (“See the Diamond Pin...”), eight
of the thirty-seven address children directly about the adult subject (“Little
Children, you Must never Drink Bad Whiskey”). Seventeen out of thirty
seven indirectly address children through implication and tone (“If you Neglect
your Education and Learn to Chew plug Tobacco, maybe you will be a States
man some time”). Obviously, from the examples cited here parenthetically, the
thirty-seven sketches that address an adult world do so in a way that exposes
hypocritical adult figures and institutions to a readership of “little children ”—
intended or figurative, however you read Field’s subtitled dedications to “Odds
and Ends.”
7. Orgastic should not be confused with orgiastic. Orgastic implies stimula
tion and release. I think Field would have loved this sexualized metaphor for
mudsplashing (see Conrow, 133, about Field and sexuality).
8. These excerpts are from the only known autobiographical text: “Field’s
Story of His Life,” a pamphlet-brief bio introduced by Field as “facts, confes
sions, and observations for the information of those who, for one reason or
another, are constantly applying to me for biographical data concerning myself”
(Burt and Cable 127).
9. “There is an average of eighteen violent acts per hour
’s weekend
programs,” says the “Society
the Eradication of Television Fact Sheet” as pub
lished in Adam Parfrey’s Apocalypse Culture (second edition, 1990, 201). Other
factoids: by age eighteen, the “devoted” child viewer has watched around 11,000
television
and 200,000 commercials, spent more time in front of TV
than in the classroom, and would choose tv over their own
if forced to.
(Do parents choose TV over their children is a question worth asking.)
10. Allow me to make several qualifying points here in response to my own
paragraph: A) America’s white children, perhaps. Race is an issue that I am not
addressing here, but I can’t ignore the fact that shootings and related violence
might be common as rain in many non-white sectors of the country, but these
events are not rating as MTV’s number
story of the year. (America, how
ever, did see Oprah Winfrey as a tenement mom in a tv-movie called There Are
No Children Here.) As media discusses children and violence in the context of
Columbine and similar shootings, the discussions are centered around mostly
white schools in mostly white areas, the perpetrators white males. Their
schools
constantly defined as typifying normality (whiteness?)—hence the
shock that made the story a headline. Talk shows featured “Warning Signs” for
troubled teens that basically
Americans to target non-conformity
(according to white norms? or middle class norms?)
wearing all dark
clothes. B) For a thorough survey of representation of African-Americans in
children’s literature, see Rudine Sims’ “Whatever Happened To the All-White
World of Children’s Books?” in Innocence and Experience: Essays and Conversa
tions on Childrens Literature (Harrison and Maguire, eds., 1987). C) The Pres
ident decried school violence while in newspapers (he may have been grateful
that) Columbine headlines overshadowed his and NATO’s joint order for
bombs on Yugoslavia. D) I say adult violence because Kliebold and Harris’s
militarism in their massacre was not learned
watching other kids. Adults
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designed the video games they were obsessed with,
of which was reported
to be used by the military to train soldiers.
11. From “The Very Best of TV '99” (TV Guide, 12/25-12/31/99). “Blame
Canada!”,
of twenty songs in the Disney-parodying South Park, the Movie:
Bigger, Longer & Uncut, garnered a surprise Academy Award nomination, “fam
ily-proofed” for Robin Williams’ Oscar-night performance of A Disney bal
lad by Phil Collins took the award.
12. Race as well as class. In the first of two
to address race, the unracialized image Field gives is racialized in the illustration. “The Awful Buga
boo” is
The Boogeyman, which Field describes in the text with “Big
Fire Eyes and Cold Teeth all over Blood.” Frohn the illustrator ignores this
description, however, and gives us a grotesque pickaninny with a fried chicken
leg. Why do I believe this doesn’t necessarily reflect Field’s values? In a sketch
titled “The Joke and the Minstrel,” Field describes the minstrel joke as bald and
toothless and a thousand years old. “Go and give the Old, Old Joke to him [the
Minstrel] and he will Take care of it very Tenderly. It is his
He gets
Forty dollars a week for it.” This seems to point out in a sly way that the econ
omy depended on this “joke” — the exploitation of people of color. The min
strel in this sketch belches a dialogue bubble without question mark: “When is
a door not a door.” This slyness may be found in “The Awful Bugaboo” after
all, because the definition of “bugaboo” according to Websters is “something that
causes fear or distress out of proportion to its importance.” Frohn’s stereotypi
cal image may
subversive in that it suggests a white fear of black-as-savage,
a fear out of proportion with social reality.
13. A plug quoted from the web-page for the “Reclaiming Your Inner Child”
Group Program, offered at the Center for Creative Growth (John Bradshaw,
Trained Therapists) in
(wyssuyg:/16http:www.creativegrowth.com).
Accessed for this paper 8-7-00.
14. See Mark Dery’s discussion of Freud’s “The Return ofTotenism in Child
hood” about the “primitive” and “amoral” side of children as related to immedi
gratification (202-203). Also revisit footnote 8.
15. Patti Smith. “Glitter in Their Eyes.” Gung Ho (Arista, 2000).
16. See Times extensive special report on Columbine (May 3,1999), the cover
title referencing Columbine teen-murderers Kliebold and Harris: “The Mon
sters Next Door.”
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The discourse on nationalism and the nation was
always
a discourse on ghosts. Especially the
discourse of nationalism, for which it becomes neces
sary to
a certain spirit of the past in order to
bring about the desired national community; but also
the discourse about nationalism which is only accom
plished by still subscribing to a rhetoric of haunting,
even when the intention is to exorcise some nefarious
specter, by pointing to its fantastic provenance, its
blood-thirst, or its immateriality.
Most contemporary theorists of nationalism and
the nation agree on its modernity, whether they see it
as the natural, that is, logical, development of indus
trial and capitalist forces, or, conversely, as their con
dition. Only in a few cases, and then in the guise of
exceptions, are some nations pointed to as having
existed in a homogeneous fashion before the advent
of the French Revolution or the industrialization
process. Sometimes England, in distinction to the
present United Kingdom, is considered such
exception. Much more rarely does
come across
Portugal, in spite of its eight hundred years of almost
uninterrupted ethnic, linguistic, territorial, and polit
ical unity. Yet, even if what appears precisely distinc
tive about nationalism is its modernity, it has also
become common to point out what appears as a para
dox, the seeming need of such a modern movement
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to disguise its novelty and future-oriented teleological constitution by cloaking
itself in the armature of centuries.
Already Heinrich Heine, at once implicated in the Romantic movement
and its
with national spirits, and the first to try to distance himself
critically from it, had pointed to the ghostly character of national imaginings.
Understanding himself as a mediator between German and French culture, and
as keen on certain German attributes as he was weary of the dangerous turn any
nationalism can take when it becomes xenophobic, Heine clearly recognized
nationalism’s symptom — its need to
in and with ghosts. In the "avantpropos” to the first French edition of his book De L'Allemagne (The German
version was titled Die romantische Schule) of 1835 Heine makes explicit the link
between nationalism generally, as opposed to a specific German nationalism,
and ghosts.
He begins the preface with the curious story, a “Romantic tale,” of how the
emperor Otto III went to visit the mausoleum of Charlemagne. Finding the
cadaver still intact, except for the point of the nose, Otto took care to manicure
it, cover it with a white robe, and set a gold piece on the nose. Before leaving,
Otto removed a tooth from the mouth of his illustrious predecessor, who
appears to Otto the following night in a vision so as to prophesize Otto’s com
ing death without heirs. After declaring that this is the record of “les traditions
allemandes' (259), Heine provides a similar example derived from French tradi
tion, in which Francis I also opens the tomb of Roland so as to verify whether
what the poets sang of his predecessor was true; and yet another tale in which
it is the Portuguese King Sebastian, who visits the tombs of his ancestors before
leaving on
ill-fated African campaign (259).1 And this is what interests me
at the moment, for in his Portuguese example Heine clearly already links
nationalism with colonialism and does so through the issue of ghosts.
Attempts at defining nationalism and the nation invariably confront the
difficulties inherent in trying to establish the nature of facts that despite
appearing indisputably solid dissolve into a tangle of contradictions, wishful
imaginings and airy ideological constructs. Benedict Anderson, in spite of the
great contribution which his Imagined Communities brought to the clarification
of nationalism, especially through his connection of nationalism with print
capitalism and his
of nations precisely as dependent on narrative process
es, concedes that “it is hard to think of
political phenomenon which
remains so puzzling and about which there is less analytic consensus” (“Intro
duction” 1). Remarking on the causes for such a lack of consensus Hobsbawm
rightfully points to the very shiftiness of the terms used for conceptualizing
nationalism: “language, ethnicity or whatever — are themselves fuzzy, shifting
and ambiguous, and as useless for the traveller’s orientation as cloud-shapes are
compared to landmarks” (6). Thus, the very concepts with which one would
attempt to ground the phantom of nationalism turn out to be as airy as the idea
of the nation itself.
Understandably, contemporary theoretical reflections on the question of the
nation try to distance themselves from the exaggerations of romanticism
those of militant nationalists. If Ernest Renan already defined the nation fore
most as a “spirit,” “a soul, a spiritual principle” (52) — which is not the same as
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a ghost but also not far from it — it is only fitting that Hobsbawm compare
nationalists to fundamentalists when he warns that “Nationalism
too
much belief in what is patently not so” (12).
as Benedict Anderson has
phrased it, when dealing with Nationalism what
has to do with are the
“ghostly national imaginings” (9). Thus, even while striving for lucidity and
objectivity, current theorists also cannot totally escape the logic of the phantas
magoric which is pervasive to the discourse of nationalism.
In the case of Portugal, during different periods and for different reasons,
the question of the nation was inseparable from the concept of Empire, at least
since the Estado Novo, the dictatorial regime which came to be headed by
Salazar, was inaugurated in 1926, officially confirmed in the 1933 Constitution,
and would last until 1974. In this case, where the teleology of the nation cer
tainly required colonialism for the nation's very survival and immortality, the
issues are perhaps even more difficult to separate: one might as well speak of
the colonial ghostly imaginings as of the national ones, and colonialism, how
ever vital it was understood to be was also always already enmeshed in a web of
mourning and trauma. The disappearance of D. Sebastião does
an
appropriate founding ghost story for the Nation, but even the infamous “mapa
côr-de-rosa,” the pink map symbolizing the dispute with England over control
of subsaharan Africa that culminated in the British ultimatum of 1890 and Por
tugal’s inevitable submission, could be invoked as a ghost of the national trau
ma. In this paper my concern is rather limited as it is my purpose to focus on
a narrow topic: the use of images of houses in relation to such a phantasmago
ria of national-colonial projections, and, more specifically, how those images
have been deployed, foremost by one writer, Lidia Jorge.2
Granted, ghosts do not seem the most appropriate subject for scholarly
debate and yet I can hardly imagine a discussion of nationalism and colonial
ism that does not have to confront the issue of ghosts. That now, twenty-five
years after the Revolution of 25 April 1974, which restored democratic rule to
Portugal and initiated the process of complete decolonization,
would inves
tigate those specters seems only adequate. And such
investigation should
not be confined to
analysis of the postcolonial, if by that one would have in
mind a narrow centering on the cultural artifacts produced by new nations.
Rather, I believe that such an investigation should direct itself precisely to the
writing produced in the former metropolis because it is there that the ghosts
might be more visible. Perhaps classifying contemporary Portuguese literature
as a postcolonial literature will appear exaggerated to some and yet, the process
es of colonialism, the wounds of which in many cases have not yet turned to
scars let alone started healing, are everywhere visible in Portuguese letters and
social conditions. In
of an analysis of “the ghostly,” Avery Gordon
is very
when he states:
If haunting describes how that which appears to be not there is often a
seething presence, acting on and often meddling with taken-for-grantrealities, the ghost is just the sign.... The ghost is not simply a dead
or missing person, but a social figure, and investigating it can lead to
that dense
where history and subjectivity make social life. . . . The
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way of the ghost is haunting, and haunting is a very particular way of
knowing what has happened or is happening.
(8)
It was Carlos Reis, Director of the National Library, who, in a recent “Trabalho de casa” or “Homework,”
regular column in Jornal de Letras, suggested
the utility of investigating Portuguese literature through an analysis of the way
houses are represented. Very possibly,
his specialty on Eça de Queiros,
the celebrated nineteenth-century realist writer, he might have had in mind one
particular illustrious house. In
of his last novels, The Illustrious House of
Ramires,3 published posthumously at the turn of the century, Eça already pro
vides a paradigmatic example for a haunted house which explicitly makes the
link between nationalism and colonialism. . Portugal’s teleological view of
African colonies as its possibility for regeneration is presented from the point
of
of a medieval tower haunted by the ghosts of Ramires’ ancestors, them
selves older even than the nation. The following citation clearly signals the
importance that Eça’s novel assumes for
study of the discourse on ghosts of
nation and empire:
Despido, soprada a vela, depois dum rapido sinal-da-cruz, o Fidalgo da
Torre adormeceu. Mas no quarto, que se povoou de
começou
para ele uma noite revolta e
... voltou derreadamente a cama:
e readormeceu logo, muito longe sobre as relvas profundas dum prado
Africa.
(119-121)

[When he had undressed, blown out the candle and hastily crossed
himself, the Nobleman of the Tower went to sleep. But his room filled
with shadowy shapes and there began a dreadful, frightening night. . .
He returned in exhaustion to his bed and went straight off to sleep
again, far away on the lush green of a meadow in Africa]
(Stevens 43-44)

Turning now to Lidia Jorge, I would like to start by affirming that
of the
principal structuring elements of all her novels is precisely the figure of a house
and that her houses are always either haunted or haunting and frequently both.
The one novel that explicitly addresses the issue of the ghosts of empire is A
Costa dos Murmúrios [The Murmuring Coast], However, her other novels also
focus on images of houses in order to explore the problematics of national and
personal identity. An analysis of those other houses can help us see how all of
Lidia Jorge’s novels are fundamentally novels of memory and that all of her
in a sense are linked as Houses of Memory. Sometimes her
are
constructed so as to reflect more on individual questions. Such is the case with
the Casa da Arara in O Jardim sem Limites [The Garden Without Limits], But
even when the issues seem to be strictly individual, a national allegory is never
absent, as can be seen from the Casa do Leborao in A Ultima Dona [The Last
Lady],4 Her latest novel, O Vale da Paixao [The Painter ofBirds], represents per
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haps her most complex attempt at weaving the personal with the collective, the
national with the imperial past.
A Costa dos Murmúrios remains one of the most important novels that thematize the colonial war and among all of Lidia Jorge’s works it is the one which
has received most critical attention. It is a complex narrative, set in Mozam
bique, during the time of the colonial war, and divided in two parts. The first
part, titled “The Locusts,” is almost
independent short narrative about the
wedding of a young woman, Evita, to a young officer and his subsequent death.
The rest of the novel, is presented as if it
a monologue in which the nar
rator, Eva, reflects on her life when she was younger. This second part greatly
expands the information provided in the first part; it criticizes the linear view
of events presented there, and problematizes questions of narrativity, historiog
raphy, identity, and memory. Eva frequently refers to her previous self, Evita,
as if she needs to remind herself and the reader that these two names refer to
the same person. This is particularly so since there is a great temporal and
affective distance between the narrator in the present of the narrative and her
former self. Eva recalls the processes by which she and her husband became
estranged, how he abandoned his idealism and, in his admiration for his cap
tain, became a sadistic killer; she also recalls how she was shown this reality by
Helena, the captains wife, who also attempted to seduce her. One key aspect
that distinguishes this novel from other literary representations of the colonial
war is precisely the emphasis on the activities of the women who had accom
panied their husbands into Africa and whose domestic activities
tainted
the presence of war.
Readers will have no problem identifying the Stella Maris, the hotel where
the Portuguese officers and their wives stay and where Evita celebrates her wed
ding, as
important
within the signifying universe of the novel. Most
readers will probably also have no difficulty remembering how the Stella Maris
is described at times as being in ruins, or how it is the stage for some of the key
events narrated in the novel. Certainly the speech proffered by the blind cap
tain on the greatness of the Portuguese nation, having as its background a
reproduction of the invincible armada, will be understood not only as tragical
ironic, but as a form of haunting of the past as well. But the Stella Maris is
not the only significant house in that novel. Helena’s house, the house where
she is kept as a prisoner until her husband returns from action, is also where the
photographs documenting the atrocities committed by the Portuguese army are
kept. Those photographs certainly can be seen as haunting ghosts. Roland
Barthes and Susan Sontag both directly link the photographic image with
death and its
with a form of haunting return of the dead from the past.
I would argue that not only is A Costa dos Murmurios one of the most haunting
texts on Portugal’s colonial role but that its
are themselves, in a sense,
haunted houses.
Jorge’s novel invokes the imperial, national ghosts but not so much to exor
cise them - her text does not have the same cathartic effect as those of the early
Lobo Antunes such as Memória de Elefante and Os Cus de Judas5 - but rather so
as to confront them. And yet, in her
way, Eva in A Costa dos Mur
múrios also attempts to deny those ghosts or to destroy them when she
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the imperative not to let any of those shades pass on to the future, even to the
point of stating once that there is no point in looking for ghosts among the
ruins: “De nada vale querer que
nos escombros os fantasmas” [“It does
no good to wish there to be ghosts amongst the rubble”] (111). I shall return
to this issue in the conclusion, after taking some brief glances at Jorge’s other
haunted houses. Through the confrontation with imperial ghosts, and more
precisely with the specters of the colonial war, Jorge seems to circumscribe
them, to enjoin them to dissolve and not return. Her subsequent novels do
show a much more tenuous relation to the colonial order, but her houses still
remain haunted.
Of all of her houses, perhaps the Casa da Arara in O Jardim sem Limites
\The Garden Without Limits] is the most fantastic which might have to do with
the utopian project of a community the house represents. In this novel Lidia
Jorge focuses on a group of young people, drawn together because at one point
they all live in the same boarding
They seek thrills, which they feel Lis
bon’s provinciality when compared to other large cities,
them. The story
is narrated by a woman who writes at first just with the help of an old Rem
ington typewriter, but soon afterwards she writes on the walls of the house, too.
Lidia Jorge who clearly comments on the role of writers as witnesses of their
time, also criticizes the
in which documenting often prevents intervening
directly in events. The entire novel oscillates between the poles of extreme apa
thy - the main
of one of the characters, known as “Static Man” is being
completely immobile in public - and forced activity, such as the notorious
crimes that happen. Without reducing the novel to this one level, we can say
that Lidia Jorge problematizes certain conditions of Portuguese society in the
period after democracy was restored and after Portugal, no longer the large
anachronistic empire it had once been, sharply renegotiated its own identity as
a small European nation.
Although appearing to be a normal edifice, located in Lisbon in the Rua da
Tabaqueira - the novel’s cover provides
imaginary map of Lisbon with the
street names altered to represent the names of different characters in the novel
- the Casa da Arara is anything but normal. Its importance for the novel can
be deduced by the fact that the narrator begins the novel
by mention
ing how she had decided to move to that house and what it represented for her:
Durante o Verão de 88, eu era um dos hospedes da Casa da Arara, uma
vasta fachada
dois renques de janelas donde se viam pela manhã os
batelões subirem Tejo dentro, arrastando as gigantescas cargas. Se os
vidros estivessem lavados, neles se espelharia a sua passagem silenciosa
como nas imagens dos sonhos. Mas o que me conduziu, numa deter
minada manhá de Fevereiro, até um desses quartos semelhantes a
nas abandonadas durante uma operação militar, faz parte do mistério da
minha própria vida.
(7)

[In the summer of 88 I was
of the tenants in the House of Arara,
a vast façade with
rows of windows from which
could see in the
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morning the barges pulling immense loads up the Tagus. Their silent
passage would have mirrored itself as dream images on the glass
if they had been washed. But what took me, on a certain February
morning, to one of those rooms, similar to military barracks abandoned
during a military operation, is part of the mystery of
own life.]
What is most significant in this description is the
in which the narrator
intrinsically
the house with a barracks and with her own condition of
being. Indeed, the centrality of the house as an extension of the narrators self
is evident as the reader gradually picks up more knowledge about the house
from the narrator who already in the first paragraph announces it as something
similar to a first home, “alguma coisa de semelhante a um primeiro lar.” Were
it just that, it would
banal as houses have always been seen as extensions of
personal identity. The notion that one’s home, more precisely, something like
one’s first home, might be a deserted army barracks is peculiar and might
already point towards a tenuous link between the self and the colonial past.
Even more significantly, the house functions as a boarding house in which an
odd assortment of young people come to share their lives, and the house itself
becomes the text of their experiences and dreams. We should add that Jorge’s
various
share that characteristic of being both private and public at the
same time. That is, they are neither strictly individual residences nor hotels but
always a mix of the two, as if it would be impossible to have any completely pri
vate individual space or as if even the most public of houses, the hotel, would
be transformed into a series of private residences, so that public and private
become fused and the individual is always enmeshed in collectivity. Perhaps for
this reason Jorge’s houses are such important elements in her configuration of
national identity.
It would be an exaggeration to pretend that the Casa da Arara is haunted
in a traditional sense. Lidia Jorge does not indulge in any form of gothic hor
ror in this novel. But perhaps because of that the novel is all the more fantas
tic and haunting. The first unusual event to take place in the house is a gener
al flooding. Even though presented prosaically enough as occasioned by a sim
ple act of forgetting, it radically transforms the lives of its inhabitants by link
ing them together as an odd community with few private markers or barriers
while at the same time revealing the house’s powers: “A inundação, ocorrida
num sábado de tarde em que ninguém se encontrava
casa, assumiu aspectos
de catástrofe e acabou por desencadear revelações para
de todas as expectativas”(10). [The flooding, which took
on a Saturday afternoon when no
was home took on the guise of a catastrophe and ended
occasioning rev
elations beyond all expectations]. Even before this flooding, which will lead all
of the
to leave the doors to their individual rooms permanently open in
a continuation of the mingling brought about by the waters, the narrator had
started writing on the walls a secret map of her conjunctures about the other
guests. After the flooding and the breaking down of the material borders of
individual privacy, that map is continued and augmented and spreads to all of
the walls of the
The flooding, however, also has other consequences. It is difficult not to
read the narrator’s description of the house after the flood as an allegory of a
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national and colonial past, a past which might have been dissimulated but
which the waters bring to the surface in all of its putrefaction:

[N]a verdade, nos dias que se seguiram, levantou-se das madeiras e dos
panos um grande fedor. A principio era apenas um
a coisa
gadiça, como se estivéssemos a viver sobre um pedaço de charco, mas
depois, a sensação que se teve foi. bem mais forte. A água havia-se
entranhado nos intersticios das paredes e nos buracos das tábuas, e
matérias
possívelmente ai esperariam para se decomporem e trans
formarem noutra substância, tinham visto chegar a sua hora com a
ajuda dum fim de Abril encoberto e quente.
(16)

[Truly, in the days that followed, a great stench rose from the wood and
the canvas. In the beginning it was only a smell like from something
such as still waters as if we were living over a puddle, but afterwards the
sensation became much stronger. The water had seeped into the fis
sures of the walls and into the holes in the woodwork, and that matter
which might have waited in there to decompose and turn into some
thing else had reached that point with the help of a hazy and hot end
of April].
At other points in the novel Jorge also refers to the way in which the house
appears to emanate phosphorescent gases as if indeed it
a corpse. The nar
rator further describes the house as if it were a boat — the spent image of Por
tugal’s sea vocation, “Varias vezes, ao acordar, julguei que íamos deslizando mar
fora num
navio desamarrado” [Several times, on waking up, I thought we
drifting through the sea on an old
let loose].
also describes it as
a colony, its decrepitude compared to wounds:
Era um edificio com dois séculos e um revestimento de azulejos que
atestava viagens feitas pelo mundo. Alguém havia conhecido o entre
trepadeiras que
tropicais e a sombra esguia das
palmeiras. . . . Ao
do das
feridas
were
longo da mancha azul
forrava o que fora um vestíbulo, havia largos
trozos donde os azulejos tinham sido retirados ou simplesmente varridos como cacos. Junto á escada, apareciam palmeiras
sem copa,
tiles
jacarandás sem pé. A luz crua do exterior, essas
tornaram-se
visíveis.
(16-17)

[It was a building two centuries old, covered with
that referred to
voyages made through the world. Someone had known the weave of
tropical climbing plants and the narrow shade of palm trees. . . . All
along the blue stain which covered what had been an entrance hall there
places where the
had been removed or simply swept away as
shards. Next to the stairway topless palm trees and jacarandas without
a base appeared. In the raw light from outside those wounds became
visible].
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The house proper has an extension, the shed that serves as office for the land
lord. The way in which the house itself becomes an infinitely changing text and
a national-colonial corpse is duplicated in the shed, which, like a veritable
palimpsest, is covered with layers of documents all referring to acts of resistance
and denouncing individuals and groups as traitors who must
made account
able. The house’s function as a site of memory and as a refuge of ghosts is made
explicit by the words of the narrator when s/he is allowed to see the shed for
the first time:
Era um recinto quadrangular, so duma água ... Mas lá dentro, apri
sionado, existia um mundo intenso, amontoado, exposto por camadas
como numa fractura geológica.. . . Mas o que mais admirava é que em
torno das paredes, discriminando
multidão de fantasmas oriun
dos do seu país, datada dos
anos 70, a mapeação era explícita. Uma
coluna ainda estava encimada por urna epígrafe suave - “Estes São os
Que Não Devemos Esquecer.”
(152-153)
[It was a square space with just one floor . . . But inside it, imprisoned,
there was an intense world, piled up, exposed by layers as in a geologi
cal fracture. . .. But what was more surprising is that around the walls,
sorting out that multitude of ghosts from his country, dated from the
gone-by 70s, the mapping was explicit. A column was still topped by
a soft epigraph - “These Are the Ones Whom We Should Not Forget.”]

The role of the narrator in O Jardim sem Limites [The Garden Without Limits],
as we are repeatedly told, is to remember, to record: “Eu apenas me limitava a
registar” (173). [I simply limited myself to recording]. But this record is also
a form of witnessing which touches on the issue of guilt — individual and col
lective guilt, past and present guilt deriving from the murders that take place in
the novel. For the guests of the Casa da Arara, the desire for those murders
might bring some animation to what they feel is the hopeless mediocrity of life
in Lisbon when compared to the exciting dangers of other metropolitan cen
place
am and desire are always at issue in the novel down to its
. Guilt
conclusion
takes
que
when the narrator states, “Limitei-me a assistir para conhecer. Nao sou culpada” (375). [I limited myself to observing so as to know. I am not guilty].
Witnessing is also the key function of the narrator in A Ultima Dona [The
Last Lady] who starts the novel in a much more accusatory tone: “Sou testemunha de que antes de se atingir as praias e o caos, a poente dos cruzamentos
conduzem a Duas-Pias, deixando para tras a velha linha do telégrafo que
ainda delimita a zona do sossego, A Casa do Leborão e um
da Terra e
”
(13). [I
witness that before reaching the beaches and chaos, east of the
crossings which lead to Duas-Pias and leaving behind the old telegraph line
which still marks the zone of quietness, The House ofLeborão is a
on this
earth and exists]. In Lídia Jorge’s perhaps most somber novel, the house
center stage. Its name even appears in italics in the novel as if indeed it were
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the title of a book. This narrative device recalls the walls of the Casa da Arara,
in The Garden Without Limits, which are covered with the jungle text authored
by all its inhabitants.
A Última Dona is the story of an engineer who appears to be a respected
family man and influential member of society, but who
desires to pos
sess an idealized woman, a figure of his imagination. This imaginary woman is
based on his memory of the servant girl with whom he had his sexual initiation
and of a prostitute dressed as a mermaid he had seen on a trip to Amsterdam
and who had refused him. Since those youthful times, the engineer always
evokes in his mind the image of his idealized woman, made up of pieces of the
bodies of women he would encounter casually, until he meets a singer, the “last
lady,” who represents for him the always imagined but unattainable perfection.
Following the advice of
associates, he takes this woman to spend a secret
weekend with him at a remote club, the Casa do Leborão, a weekend from which
only he returns.
Of all of Lídia Jorges
it is Casa do Leborão in The Last Lady which
most closely resembles a haunted house, but despite its secret passages, its
masked servants, and its
to dispose of dead bodies, it bears no rela
tion to the
It is foremost a national
and, of the various hous
es created by Lídia Jorge, it is probably the one that comes closest to Eça’s.
Indeed, even in the archaizing name of the main protagonist, the engineer Geraldes, one could see an approximation to Ramires. The house itself,
old
country estate replete with hunting motifs and secluded in the pine woods,
evokes a sense of bygone times. Curiously, it is also the only house in Jorge’s
novels which is not in ruins, on the contrary, it has been recently renovated.
Whereas the “Stella Maris” in The Murmuring Coast is a hotel turned into a
barracks, and the Casa da Arara in The Garden Without Limits is a private house
turned boarding house, the Casa do Leborão in The Last Lady is a sort of hotel,
run as a private club. In its extreme care to isolate all
from
other,
the Casa do Leborão reveals an illusory attempt to duplicate an individual, pri
vate sphere.
A Última Dona [The Last Lady] is most haunting because the narrative voice
is that of a ghost, the ghost of the woman Geraldes took with him to the Casa
do Leborão,
died there and despite the removal of all traces of her existence
returns to haunt with her statement of witnessing: “Sou testemunha.” Even
though Geraldes tries to shift the responsibility of the crime to the house, com
plaining to the manager that it was the house that had killed his lover, he too
must face
responsibility. A Última Dona is a serious indictment of the
nation and its representative men. In its avoidance of
colonial images, how
ever, this novel lets us believe that the imperial ghosts have been laid to rest.
If
a brief look at O Vale da Paixão [The Painter ofBirds],
can
see that imperial ghost surfacing again, however in a modified form. In this
novel, the patriarchal house functions like all of the other houses: it is a private
house as well as a communal
sheltering several generations of family and
employees. The Casa de Valmares is described almost as if in ruins and haunt
ed. Much more explicitly than
other house, it is a direct allegory of the
nation, the state, and the empire in decay: the narrator states that “O dono de
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Valmares achava que a sua casa
urna empresa sólida . . . à semelhança dum
estado” (46). [The owner of Valmares thought that his house was a
enterprise/business . . . similar to a state]; and he asks, “Seria que a sua casa, a sua
a sua representação de império ... se tinham reduzido àquela
decadência?” (98) [Could it be that his house,
enterprise/business, his rep
resentation of empire . . . had become reduced to such decadence?]. The ghost
in this novel is the youngest son, Walter, the soldier who “dishonors” the fami
ly, goes to India, and joins the colonial army as a way of escaping the responsi
bility of having made a local girl pregnant. The patriarch wishes this
away,
as much as he wishes that his other sons, who emigrated to the Americas,
would return. But the only one who always returns, as ghosts do, is Walter, the
father/uncle of the narrator, who already in life is understood principally as a
ghost.
There is nothing morbid about Walter. On the contrary, of all the Dias an enterprising family from the patriarch bent on expanding his “empire” to the
sons who work hard in the fields and then emigrate - Walter is the one who
goes further in his search for liberty and artistic freedom. Walter’s taste for life
makes him attractive to the local girls, but when he is confronted with the con
sequences of his love making by the pregnant Maria Ema, who had been aban
doned
her own family, he decides to flee by going as a soldier to Portuguese
India (74-76). The text denounces patriarchal order at several levels. Maria
Ema’s father abandons her and blames the girl as
as his wife for what hap
pened (70-74). Walter’s father at first attempts to deny his son’s involvement,
then insists that Walter assume
responsibility, and in the end agrees with the
army commander that sending Walter to India is the best for the young man’s
future (74-75). Even Walter, who starts by seemingly defying the social order,
ends up confirming it by serving in the colonial army. Having abandoned the
daughter who
be born to Maria Ema, Walter reinforces the patriarchal
order on an even more profound level. His absence, experienced
the narra
tor as traumatic, becomes far stronger than any real presence because it is fantasmatic. The narrator, will subsequently try all she
to assume the figure of
the father, symbolically, sexually, and as creator of the very image of Walter that
is given to the reader. Significantly, the steamer that
Walter to India is
named “Pàtria,” nation, country, or homeland (76).
Walter is represented as a ghost because his absence, in the daughter’s eyes,
and his rebellion against the patriarchal order are seen by that very order as an
incarnation of evil (60). An inaugural scene depicting the way the daughter
imagines her father is Walter’s rebellion against his own father when Walter
refuses to collect manure like all the other sons. Francisco Dias, in his attempt
to enforce
authority, nearly kills Walter who does not resist. The family
tragedy is only prevented by the intervention of a washerwoman who reminds
Francisco Dias that none of that would happen were
wife still alive (56).
Because all the other sons try to follow the father’s injunctions, it
clear
that more than the father’s own authority is at stake. From that moment on it
is as if Walter had returned his life to his progenitor. The rift in the family unit
that starts then cannot be mended, and it is clear that Francisco Dias must try
to save what he can by excluding Walter. Walter’s horse carriage, which he uses
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in his amorous escapades is soon dubbed by all as the “Devils cart” (80).
The last time Walter physically returns to the family home, in 1963, he
angelsanyat night in her bedroom.
were
never
colo
secretly site
meets his daughter
acabou In this
visit hetexts
is described
came
as
if he
an apparition, a ghostly visitation his daughter can invoke in her
mind at will (9-13). The car that Walter uses during that same summer, a black
Chevrolet that substitutes for the black horse carriage, symbolizes the family’s
visit to Sagres, the mythical place where Portugal’s imperial destiny started with
the creation of a nautical school in the fifteenth century. Walter’s Chevy not
only allows for the tenuous illusion of a reunited family, but more significantly
for a space where the social and moral order can be confronted. The Chevy —
that “moving house,” that “big black barge,” that “continent” (120-121) —
allows Walter to be with Maria Ema as if they had never gone away from each
other, as if she had never been abandoned by him, had
been forced to
marry his older brother, had never had to present their daughter as his niece. It
is as if the Casa de Valmares had been substituted by another space where free
dom would not gagged by hypocritical social custom. “The car was a marked
space.” As expected however, the moment of collective insanity, when the bor
ders of conventional morality are transgressed, cannot withstand the established
order, and Walter’s exchange of Maria Ema for colonial India, the exchange of
his familial duty for the national one, is abolished. Subsequently designated as
a “funerary car” and as a “cozy ghost” (132-135), the car is undoubtedly a key
image uniting the supposedly contradictory conditions of domestic comfort and
ghostly anxiety that mark the idea of a haunted house.
To conclude, in all of Lídia Jorge’s novels then, haunting is the privilege of
narrative and witnessing the return of repressed memory is the key to her
haunted houses. In the last novel, even the ghost of empire returns, the ghost
which had seemingly faded after the confrontation with the ghosts of the colo
nial war in A Costa dos Murmúrios, But Jorge’s statement that there is no sense
in looking for ghosts among the ruins of the Stella Maris, and her narrator’s
determination not to let
shades go on into the future, is, as it could not but
be, in vain. The ghosts of empire are still very much with us, even in the pecu
liar form of the ghosts of the colonial war. One has only look at
by other
writers such Joao Santos Lopes’s Às vezes neva em Abril [Sometimes it Snows
in April] to recognize this. In Lopes’s work, a group of misfits take a young
black woman whom they rape and want to murder to an abandoned railway sta
tion, a
that
yet another haunted house of contemporary Portugal.
Joao, the ethical voice of the play, still tries to deny that the ghosts of the
nial war, and of what some still believe was an abandoning of the colonies, are
alive today when he objects, “Nós não perdemos nada. Viemos embora. É
tudo. Não alimentamos esses fantasmas” (58). [We did not lose anything. We
back. That’s all. We do not feed those ghosts]. But Gabriel and the
other apocalyptic “
” will not let those ghosts rest because they feed their
ressentiment: “Enganas-te. A guerra não
ainda. Apenas mudou de
local. A guerra continua aqui, todos os dias” (43). [You are wrong. The war is
not over yet. It just changed places. The war continues here, every day].
There are many ways of dealing with ghosts. One can try to exorcise them,
but they still return. One can try to invoke them and feed on them so as to shift
one’s responsibility. Or one can try to deny them, but that only serves to free
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them. All nations, and certainly all imperial nations, are haunted houses replete
with ghosts. Memory and witnessing are perhaps the only ethical ways of deal
ing with them, acknowledging their power to still
our lives today.

Notes
1. The Portuguese King, D. Sebastião, disappeared during a disastrous military
expedition in the North of Africa, leaving Portugal without a direct heir to the
throne, which made it Possible for his cousin, the King of Spain, to claim the
Portuguese crown as well and annex Portugal in 1580. Only sixty years later, in
1640, would Portugal regain independence but
then many of its overseas
colonies had been either threatened or partially taken over by England, Holland
and France. A long period of decadence
what had been a golden age
based on naval superiority and maritime trade. Sebastian became a figure of
desire, on which mythical nationalism (“Sebastianismo”) fed, creating the leg
end that he would return one foggy day to lead Portugal back to its old glory.
2. Lídia Jorge, arguably
of the most important contemporary writers, has
published a series of novels and received several national and international
prizes. In English only two of her novels have been published so far: A Costa
dos Murmúrios, initially published in 1988, was translated as The Murmuring
Coast ); O Vale da Paixão — literally “The Valley of Passion” — has been trans
lated as The Painter of Birds, A short narrative that is at the base of this novel
has also appeared in English translation with the title “The Instrumentalina” in
volume 68 of Grand Street.
3. Eça de Queirós, A Ilustre Casa de Ramires was published in 1900, after the
death of the author in the same year. The English translation
Anne Stevens
(1964) has been recently reissued.
4. “Dona” in A Última Dona is a charged term and translating it into English
involves a loss of meaning: “Lady” is
possible meaning, but so is “owner”
“mistress” as a feminine for “master”.
5. António Lobo Antunes, for long a favorite as candidate for the Nobel Prize
in Literature until José
received that distinction, is one of the most
ruthless critics of Portuguese society. A psychiatrist, who served in the Army
during the colonial war in Angola, Lobo Antunes published his first two nov
els, which share many similarities, almost simultaneously, in 1979. Both nov
els thematize the colonial war and the second, Os Cus de Judas, translated as
South ofNowhere by Elizabeth Lowe (New York: Random House, 1983), is still
one of the most powerful indictments of the colonial war.
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How
we account for the fact that, for over seven
decades, readers of “A Rose for Emily” have almost
unanimously agreed that Emily Grierson killed
Homer Barron and slept next to his corpse for years?
Is the textual evidence so overwhelming, a “trout in
the milk” (Frank 255), that there is
other sensible
way to read the story? That would be surprising,
since there is little consensus on most other aspects of
the story, especially her reasons for killing him.
In fact, the physical (or “circumstantial”) evidence
in the story is considerably weaker than most readers
assume. Faulkner does not use the standard fictional
device of accumulating a critical mass of detail to
elicit our belief in Emily’s guilt. Instead, I contend,
he employs the smallest
number of incrimi
nating facts and then relies on the time-honored
methods of tabloid
to lead
"jury,” the
readers, to the desired inferences. First he uses the
rhetorical strategies of the tabloids — hinting at dark
secrets, omitting key information, teasing with half
truths.
he builds a coherent narrative with a
strongly implied conclusion. And third, he invokes
puritanical standards to create an atmosphere of guilt.
In using these pseudo-journalistic techniques, he
accomplishes various related goals. He convinces us
beyond a reasonable doubt that Emily is a murderer
(and worse). He also involves us in her “
”
and entices us to provide the motive for her crime(s).
Furthermore, he parodies and satirizes the strategies
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associated with sensationalized reporting, and most importantly, chastises and
ridicules humankind for its susceptibility to those strategies, for its voyeuristic
tendencies, and for its destructive hypocrisy.
The central theme of the story, therefore, cannot emerge merely from a dis
cussion of why Emily killed Homer or what she did to/with the corpse; we must
also consider the techniques by which we are led to
these questions. "A
Rose for Emily” is as much about a way of communicating as it is about what
is being communicated, as much about our desire to snoop into others’ lives as
it is about those lives that
are being invited to observe and interpret.
To see the
of Faulkners manner of narrating this story, we first
need to determine how convincing the "case” against Emily Grierson is. Put
another way, given the circumstantial evidence arrayed in the story, how prob
able is it that she killed Homer Barron?
It might seem odd to put questions about a fictional character in legal
terms, but, as recent scholarship has demonstrated, narrative and forensic evi
have been tightly linked in our minds since the middle of the eighteenth
century. Alexander Welsh asserts that Henry Fielding, novelist and lawyer,
"showed off in The
of Tom Jones a kind of epitome of narrative for the
next 150 years — a narrative much more closely patterned on forensic debate,
in which the representation of the facts was carefully managed by a narrator
who was not a party to the action” (6). Fielding’s innovation followed on the
heels of a similar change in the legal system in Britain. According to Matthew
Wickman,

In the later seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries, standards of
proof in the English and Scottish court systems began to privilege esti
mations of probability over the
certainties associated with pos
itive testimony. As a result, jurors became more rigorously separated
from witnesses in the forging of evidentiary truth. Circumstantial evi
dence became a viable — indeed, the preferred — mode of evidence . .
(182)
In a very real sense, readers are judging evidence in the same way jurors do, try
ing to ascertain what can’t be seen (feelings, memories, intention, motivation,
or state of mind) on the basis of what is seen, which means that writers or attor
neys who are trying to sway readers or juries must manipulate the evidence so
the audience is led to the appropriate conclusions. As Susan Griffin points out,
"a fact or circumstance means nothing in isolation. The renegade, reporter,
autobiographer, detective, prosecutor, and novelist alike make meaning by
ordering facts into a coherent, inclusive, believable account” (99). Welsh calls
this "making a representation.” "A representation,” he explains, "is literally
made; arguments need to be set forth, evidence marshaled, and words carefully
put together” (8-9). "Circumstances do not lie,” says Griffin, "only when they
have been carefully and conclusively managed” (99).
In that context, then, how strong a representation of guilt does Faulkner
give us in "A Rose for Emily”? First, let us ask if Emily Grierson were on trial
for murdering Homer Barron, her "sweetheart,” what circumstantial evidence
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could the prosecuting attorney point to in his closing argument — assuming he
could use only what was stated explicitly in the story itself?

1. The Closing Arguments

To start with, he could mention that when Ms. Grierson died several towns
people found a skeleton lying on a bed in an upstairs room of her dwelling. He
could then remind the jury that she purchased
from a drugstore not long
before Homer Barron disappeared. He could point out that, soon after that
disappearance, an offensive smell emanated from her house for a fortnight
more. And finally, he could refer to an iron-gray hair that was found on the pil
low next to the corpse’s skull — and then call the jurors’ attention to the fact
that Ms. Grierson herself has hair that could be described as that exact color.
That’s it. Faulkner offers no other physical evidence that even the most singleminded lawyer could possibly use against the defendant. Not exactly an openand-shut case.
On the other hand, the defense attorney for Ms. Grierson might present a
very powerful argument against the prosecution’s case. She could start by
responding to the “evidence” presented by her opponent.
The Skeleton: We do not even know for sure who is lying on Emily’s
The narrator does not tell us explicitly that the skeleton belongs to Homer Bar
ron but merely says, “The man himself lay in the bed” (Faulkner 130). In other
words, the corpse is never identified. More significantly, the narrator implies
that the bones are not Homer’s. Earlier in the story, the narrator, says:

A neighbor saw the Negro man admit him [Homer] at the kitchen door
at dusk
evening.
And that was the last we saw of Homer Barron.
(127)

Remember, this comment comes from someone who viewed the skeleton on the
bed (“For a long while we just stood there, looking down at the profound and
fleshless grin”) and can describe the “body” in great detail: “What was left of
him, rotted beneath what was left of the nightshirt, had become inextricable
from the bed in which he lay” (130). The narrator does not say, as he might
have, “that was the last we saw of Homer Barron alive.” Therefore, the narra
tor’s remark suggests that he thinks this rotting body belongs to someone else.
Of course, even if it could somehow be established that these
Homer’s
remains, that in itself says nothing about how he died or, if he were murdered,
who killed him.
The Poison: Although we are privy to a scene in which Emily buys arsenic
from the druggist,
have no information whatsoever about how she
uses it. In addition, the narrator implies at least three other reasons besides
murdering Homer for her to have purchased the poison. One is suggested by
the druggist: “For rats and such?” (125) Another is to commit suicide, as the
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townspeople assume (126). The third is to kill her cousins. After all, the nar
rator says: “Like when she bought the rat poison, the arsenic. That was . . .
while the two female cousins were visiting her” (125). Isn’t it plausible that she
bought rat poison to do away with these two meddlesome
Of course,
know she did not carry out such a deed — “after another week they [the
cousins] departed” (127) — but in any case we can no longer say with certain
ty that she was intending to kill Homer with the arsenic, let alone that she actu
ally used it for that purpose.
The Smell: As with the first two pieces of “evidence,” this one suggests
much but proves little. Again, the story itself provides alternative explanations:
“’It’s probably just a snake or a rat,”’ says Judge Stevens (122). The “ladies”
attribute the smell to poor housekeeping by Tobe, Emily’s servant: “’Just as if a
man —
man — could keep a kitchen properly’” (122). Of course, the odor
“a week or two” to dissipate (123), implying that something more than a
small animal or a dirty kitchen was causing it, but it should be obvious that
associating the smell with a decaying human body does not tell us whose body,
does not demonstrate that a murder has taken place, and does not suggest who
might have committed a murder if there had been one.

The Strand ofIron-gray Hair: The presence of this hair on the indented pil
low next to the skull doesn’t demonstrate that Emily’s head has been resting on
that pillow. It is not necessarily Emily’s hair. Assuming it is, it could have got
ten on the pillow in many ways other than the one suggested by the D.A., but.
even if we grant that she was sleeping next to the corpse, it’s hard to imagine
how that fact implicates her in a murder. In a very real sense, the D.A.’s whole
case against Emily is as thin as this single hair.
But it gets even thinner. The narrator of the story never tells us in so many
words that Emily killed Homer. In
instead of saying that Emily poisoned
Homer, the narrator says, unequivocally, that Homer abandoned Emily:
That was two years after her father’s death and a short time after her
sweetheart — the one we believed would marry her — had deserted
her. After her father’s death she went out very little; after her sweet
heart went away, people hardly saw her at all.
(122)

Obviously, this passage can refer only to Homer, even though
name is not
mentioned. We are told what the town expected from this relationship: “When
she had first begun to be seen with Homer Barron, we had said, "She will marry
him’” (126), so he must be “the one we
would marry her.” Notice that
the passage says that Homer deserted Emily, that he went away, not that he was
murdered.
might argue that this passage merely refers to the time when
Homer left town for about ten days: “So we were not surprised when Homer
Barron . . . was gone” (127). But the narrator makes clear that no one in Jef
ferson considered that event a desertion: “And, as we had expected all along” the
narrator tells us, “within three days [after Emily’s cousins departed] Homer
Barron was back in town” (127, emphasis added).
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The D.A. might try to explain away, as Jack Scherting does, the apparent dis
crepancy in the passage that says that Homer "had deserted her”:
If Faulkner had intended readers to infer that Homer Barron had jilted
Emily or that he intended to jilt her, we would expect the author to
provide some substantive evidence as a basis for such an
There is only one allusion to jilting in the history of this protracted
affair. Noting Homer’s disappearance, the people of Jefferson assumed
that he "had deserted her . . . after her sweetheart went away, people
hardly saw her at all.” The assumption is not reinforced anywhere else
in the story.
(398)

But nothing in the narrator’s language suggests that the town is merely making
an "assumption” that later proves false. In other contexts, when the narrator
mentions such a mistaken notion, it is always accompanied by a clear dis
claimer:
did not say she was crazy then” (124); "At first we were glad that
Miss Emily would have an interest” (124); "even when we
that she was
fallen” (125). In this case, the narrator says nothing to suggest that "her sweet
heart had deserted her” and "her sweetheart went away” are based on erroneous
assumptions.
Could the D.A. argue that the narrator was just being coy, that the phrase
"went away” is a joking
to death, that Homer "deserted” Emily by
dying? At best, this is stretching the language. If X killed Y, would anyone be
inclined to say, even with tongue in cheek, that Y abandoned X? Only a strong
desire to
Emily of murder would explain any reading other than the lit
— Homer left town before she had a chance to
him.

2. The Universal Presumption
Clearly, the
attorney has the stronger closing argument. Since Faulkn
er, according to Michael Millgate, "was
stranger to courtrooms” and "seems
to have
a considerably better knowledge of it [the law] than the aver
age layman” (Place 96), he would have known that "A Rose for Emily” does not
nearly enough evidence even to bring Ms. Grierson to trial, let alone
her of murdering her lover. And yet, despite the flimsiness of the foren
sic case against her,
succeeding generation of readers has taken for grant
ed that Emily indeed murdered Mr. Barron with rat poison. Ray B. West, Jr.
(1949), for example, claims that Emily acted "as though she
retain her
unfaithful lover by poisoning him” (197). James T. Stewart (1958) says that
"Miss Emily . . . poisons Homer with arsenic” (56). Norman N. Holland
(1975) argues that Emily "can commit and get away with murder” (21). James
B. Carothers (1985) explains: "’A Rose for Emily’ is ... an indictment of those
conventions and customs which drive Miss Emily to murder Homer Barron”
(22). And Diane Roberts (1995) reiterates that "Miss Emily poisons her lover
. . .” (159).
To my knowledge, only
writer has even considered the possibility that
Emily did not poison Homer. Terry Heller says, "Mysteries about Emily’s
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actions remain unsolved: if she had an affair with Homer, if she killed him, and
if she used the poison.” (316). But
seems to bother with Heller’s "mys
teries.” Virtually everyone else who has commented on “A Rose for Emily,”
including Faulkner himself,
the murder as a given and tries to explain its
thematic
or the title character’s reasons for committing this crime.
In fact, trying to understand why Emily Grierson killed her lover is one of
the primary pastimes of Faulknerphiles. The never-stated assumption is that,
as the story makes perfectly plain, she did him in, so now our task is to figure
out exactly what led her to take such drastic measures. Following the story in
The Norton Anthology of Short Fiction, for example, the editor includes this
question: "What motives can you attribute to Emily for her killing of Homer
Barron?” (486). Bernard Hochman, who acknowledges that "’A Rose for
Emily’ leaves us with a "global gap,’
insoluble mystery,”’ (149) still asks, "Did
she
Homer Barron because he did sleep with her or
he didn’t?”
150).
As Heller observes, most of the criticism of this story "has centered on the
nature and cause of the aberration which leads Emily to kill Homer and keep
body in her bedroom” (301-302). Scherting asks, "Why did Emily Grier
son murder her lover?” and claims that this "thematically significant question
has not been satisfactorily answered” (398). Hal Blythe suggests, "Perhaps the
most provocative aspect of Faulkner’s "A Rose for Emily’ is . . . her motive in
killing Homer Barron” (49).
Ironically, the explanations offered for Emily’s actions ultimately cancel
each other out. Every conceivable reason has been given without a consensus
being reached. To West, "Emily’s world . . . continues to
in the Past (in its
extreme form it is death), and when she is threatened with desertion and dis
grace, she not only
refuge in that world, but she also
Homer with
her, in the only manner possible” (195). According to Dennis W. Allen,
"Emily’s murder of Homer is ... an attempt to forestall his loss through death”
(688). Scherting argues that Emily kills Homer because she ""was never allowed
to outgrow her Oedipal attachment to her father and . . . Homer was, libidinally, a surrogate for her father” (400). Holland says that Emily’s ""vengeful
murder of Homer seems just the kind of thing her father would do; I feel she
has incorporated much of her father’s brutality in herself” (28). Blythe claims
that "Faulkner hints that Miss Emily’s 'beau ideal is homosexual and that she
poisons him to save face” (49). Heller summarizes another half dozen expla
nations, none more enlightening or convincing than the others (302-303).
One might think that critics’ inability to agree on Emily’s reasons for com
mitting murder would lead, as it would in the real world (or on Law and Order),
to the conclusion that she had
ascertainable motive for the crime and there
fore shouldn’t be considered a viable suspect. Clearly, she gains nothing obvi
ous, like money or power or security, by killing Homer, and we are given no rea
son to think she hates or fears or envies him, so the familiar whodunit motives
are missing. As a result, critics must dredge the story for deep (and arcane)
chological explanations, explanations which would never stand up under scruti
ny in a court of law.
So why does everybody still think she did it? If there is no agreed-upon
motive, no compelling justification for even thinking that a crime was commit
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ted, and good reason to believe that Homer Barron had left town before he
could be
why do readers universally regard Emily Grierson as a murder
er? Considering that various aspects of “A Rose for Emily” besides her charac
ter and motivation — including the identity and role of the narrator, and the
sequence of events described in the narrative — have been the subject of end
less dispute, the consensus on this one point is quite remarkable. In light of the
incredible lack of trial-worthy evidence available in the story to convict Emily,
how can
explain this near-unanimity on her guilt?

3. Possible Influences
We might be tempted to point to a very early and very influential review
Lionel Trilling (“Mr. Faulkner’s World”) published in The Nation in November,
1931, only six weeks after the story appeared in These Thirteen, Faulkner’s first
collection of short stories. Trilling proclaims that “A Rose for Emily” is “the
story of a woman who has killed her lover and lain for years beside his decay
ing corpse” (492). (Of course,
would still have to explain how Trilling
arrived at this startling conclusion on first reading the story.) Despite — or
more likely because of— the fact that Trilling offers no further explanation and
not a shred of support for this bold interpretation,
view has had a powerful
effect on later readers of the story. As John V. Hagopian, W. Gordon Cunliffe,
and Martin Dolch point out, “Such was Faulkner’s reputation as a writer of hor
rifying, sadistic, and morbid shockers that this interpretation went unchal
lenged for many years” (77). According to Diane Brown Jones, “Most efforts
at interpretation [of “Emily”] attempt to find meaning beyond Lionel Trilling’s
early, dismissive evaluation of the story as essentially trivial in its horror
because it has no implications, because it is pure event without implication’”
(106).
Trilling’s glib characterization of the story has apparently led subsequent
to see Emily in the same terms. Not only is it generally assumed that
she killed Homer but that she slept next to the deteriorating body every night
for decades. (To my knowledge,
has bothered to explain how the body
got up into the bedroom and on her bed.) Ten years after Trilling’s article,
Allen Tate says that “Miss Emily . . . conceals the dead body of her lover in an
upstairs bedroom” (101). Other readers pick up on the same theme, sometimes
almost paraphrasing Trilling. Irving Malin, for example, tells us that “the
townspeople enter the house and find to their horror that she has slept next to
Homer’s corpse all these years” (48). Similarly, Danforth Ross claims that “the
dead Homer continues to share her bed” (62) and Allen, referring to Emily’s
“shocking and incomprehensible” actions, says: “Having poisoned her lover and
concealed his body in an upstairs room, she sleeps with
corpse for roughly
forty years” (686). Most recently, Hans Skei proclaims, “Emily has slept
her dead lover for some forty years” (58).
Since 1959, critics have undoubtedly also been influenced by the author’s
own comments about “A Rose for Emily,” which substantiate Trilling’s view
that Emily murdered Homer. When questioned about his story at the Univer
sity of Virginia, Faulkner said, “Her father had kept her more or less locked
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and then she had a lover who was about to quit her, she had to murder him”
(88). In another context, he refers to Emily as “the woman who murdered
him,” her “lover,” Homer Barron (58).
Echoing both Faulkner and Trilling, Cleanth Brooks says that “when her
paramour prepares to desert her,... she poisons him and conceals his corpse in
an upper bedroom....” (153-54). Two decades later, Hans H. Skei summarizes
the story in virtually the same terms as Brooks: “When she later fears that
Homer Barron, her Northern 'beau,' is about to leave her, she poisons him,
[and] hides the corpse in a sealed room in her house. . . .” (163).
Ironically, Brooks, in discussing “what constitutes a proper interpretation of
Faulkner’s story” (387), says that “the actual text of the story” is “far more
important” than “what Faulkner said he had in mind” (388). Despite that bit
of advice, which Brooks himself doesn’t follow, later writers who might have
been tempted to question the validity of the assumption that Emily is a mur
derer would undoubtedly have found Faulkner’s pronouncements about his
story a powerful deterrent, even in light of his notorious (both intentional and
unwitting) misreadings of his own work and despite the fact that these partic
ular remarks were made nearly three decades after the story was published. If
the author himself says that Emily murdered her lover, who are we to argue?
But the almost universal agreement on Emily’s guilt cannot be attributed to
readers blindly following the lead of Trilling or even of Faulkner. After all, the
author’s interviews make no mention whatsoever of Emily’s sleeping next to the
rotting corpse, so
cannot argue that the consensus on that aspect of the story
has the author’s imprimatur. More importantly, critics’ interpretations of the
story have deviated in important ways from the author’s and Trilling’s “influ
ences.”
For one thing, the previously cited explanations of Emily’s reasons for
killing Homer do not match up with Faulkner’s, who says (apparently ignoring
his own narrator’s claim that Homer had in fact deserted Emily) that she mur
dered Homer to keep him from leaving her. Few critics besides Brooks and
Skei seem to accept that as the real reason. Notice also that Scherting, in the
passage quoted above, dismisses the possibility that Faulkner “intended readers
to infer that Homer Barron had jilted Emily or that he intended to jilt her”
(398) even though Faulkner, twenty-two years earlier, had
out that that
is precisely what he intended readers to infer — “she had a lover who was about
to quit her.”
Moreover, some readers have gone beyond Trilling’s tepid suggestion that
Emily has “lain for years beside
decaying corpse.” In his biography of
Faulkner, Joseph Blotner, for instance, says, “A strand of gray hair on the pillow
next to the corpse showed that this was a drama not only of fornication and
murder, but of a kind of necrophilia as well” (632). Other readers have con
curred with or extended this view, which Faulkner himself never endorsed nor
denied. Thus, Max Putzel rather melodramatically claims that Emily “held
unspeakable congress with the
of her victim” (222). At least
inter
pretation goes even farther. James Mellard tells us:

What makes the thought of Emily’s sexual acts with Homer’s corpse so
repulsive is the evidence Faulkner gives us that it is oral, not genital: not
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merely necrophiliac, but also . . . saprophitic or, perhaps more accurate
ly, saprophagous. The two signs that Faulkner gives us that link Emily,
bodily, to Homer’s cadaver are the gray strand of hair and the odious
obesity that overtakes her after she has murdered the man.
(44)
So what are
left with? If the influence of Trillings and Faulkner’s interpre
tations of the story cannot explain the tacit and universal agreement that Emily
committed murder (and worse), and if the physical evidence in the story itself
is sparse and hardly conclusive, what accounts for so many
(including
Trilling in the first place) finding Miss Emily guilty of unspeakable offenses,
accusing and convicting her of transgressions against the laws of man and God?

4. Tabloid Rhetoric

I contend that Faulkner leads us to our judgments of Emily Grierson, first, by
appropriating the sleazy and seductive rhetoric of tabloid newspapers — inti
mating, hinting, affirming though denying, revealing by concealing. Faulkner
subtly lampoons the voice of the scandal sheets to direct our thoughts to the
gutter without including a single lewd or graphic detail.
Ironically, we suspect Emily of nefarious practices because of the
of
evidence; we tend to believe that she actually committed these heinous acts in
large part because we have to work so hard to determine what they could have
been. We unconsciously decide, in other words, that the narrator’s details must
be dripping with hidden meaning because there are so few of them. Thus, a
single strand of hair mentioned at the very end of the story
on enormous
significance because of its position in the narrative and because we have so lit
tle else to go on. We are reluctant to believe that a commentator, even a gos
sipy one, would deliberately mislead us with blind alleys and false premises.
These strategies are typical of a medium that focuses on the rich and pow
erful and on those who have fallen from a lofty height. In
treatment of
Emily Grierson, Faulkner seems to be deliberately reminding us of (and almost
certainly parodying) the tabloid newspaper’s titillating treatment of celebrity.
By leading us to rash conclusions with only a few well-placed “clues” (the skele
ton, the poison, the smell, the iron-gray hair), he ridicules the tabloid’s tech
nique of promising more than it delivers, of encouraging readers to indulge
their wildest fantasies, of hinting at the most scandalous events without ever
naming them, of avoiding libel by a hair’s breadth, all for the purpose of selling
pers. Simultaneously,
his he makes fun of us for trusting gossips, profes
his
could
sional or otherwise, and, on the basis of the thinnest possible evidence,
leaping
to condemn those in the public eye.
Undoubtedly, Faulkner was familiar with the tabloids’ tactics. He
not
have missed the sensationalized coverage of various stories by these purveyors
of celebrity gossip, such as the Fatty Arbuckle manslaughter scandal (1921), the
Leopold-Loeb case (1924), and the mysterious death of Rudolph Valentino
(1926), especially during
weeks-long
in New York, the mecca of the
tabs, in 1921 and
one-day visits to London (home of the notorious Daily
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Mirror) and New York in 1925. He also would have been aware of other high
ly publicized and sensationalized cases, including the so-called "monkey trial”
of John Scopes, who was "convicted” of teaching evolution in Tennessee in
1925. The near-universal familiarity of the tabs is suggested by the following
dialogue from Dashiell Hammett’s script for The Thin Man in 1934:
"I read where you were shot five times in the tabloids.”
"It’s not true. He didn’t come anywhere near my tabloids”
(Frank 106)
The period out of which ""A Rose for Emily” sprung was the golden age of
sensationalistic journalism. In The Form ofNews, Kevin G. Barnhurst and John
Nerone refer to an ""emphatic newspaper form,” which ""congealed in the inter
war years, exemplified in its extreme version by the tabloid” (252). According
to David Krajicek, ""The brash little papers developed a style that came to
known as jazz journalism as they helped America forget the world war” (89).
""During the summer of 1926,” he explains, ""the circulation of the Daily News
passed
million as it featured an extraordinary stream of sleazy stories about
triple murders, secret love
and child brides” (89). Frank Mott describes
in detail this era in ""gutter” journalism:

A number of other trials and scandals, some of them
elements
of great indecency if not downright obscenity, received ""heavy play” in
the press of 1925-29, under the impulsion of the war of the tabloids.
Perhaps the worst was the mess concerning "Daddy” Browning and his
youthful inamorata "Peaches,” in 1927. The Daily Graphic went so
with this that McFadden and Gauvreau were brought into court by the
Society for the Suppression of Vice, and even the Daily News muttered
that if this sort of thing went much further readers would be "drenched
in obscenity.”
(671)
That Faulkner held this type of reporting in contempt is obvious from his
reference to it in "Golden Land,” a short story published four years after "A
Rose for Emily.” The narrator mentions "the two tabloid papers which the Fil
ipino removed from his master’s topcoat” (704) — and goes on to show
(and
obviously the author’s) disdain for this kind of newspaper. The story, more
explicitly than "Emily,’’demonstrates the tabloid’s willingness to intrude on and
disrupt people’s lives, especially the lives of celebrities and their families:

[A]t his
’s] feet the black headline flared above the row of five or six
tabloid photographs from which his daughter alternately stared back or
flaunted long pale shins: APRIL LALEAR BARES ORGY
SECRETS.
(705)
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We are told, “The trial was but entering its third tabloidal day now, and so for
two days his daughter’s face had sprung out at him, hard, blonde and
inscrutable, from every paper he opened” (705). Later in the story,

[Ira] lifted the paper from the terrace where Voyd had flung it, and read
the half headline: LALEAR WOMAN DAUGHTER OF PROMI
NENT LOCAL FAMILY. Admits Real Name
Samantha Ewing,
Daughter of Ira Ewing, Local Realtor.
(711)
in “A Rose for Emily,” the personal affairs of a celebrity have become an
open secret
of the public’s voracious appetite for scandal.
We also know that Faulkner occasionally told stories whose events, if they
had been real, could easily have been exploited by the tabloids of
time.
Light in August (1932) features miscegenation (assuming Joe Christmas is
black), murder, and lynching. Similarly, “Dry September” (1931) involves an
alleged miscegenous
followed by a lynching. In Wild Palms (1939), a doc
tor shares a “love nest” with a married woman who has left her family; she gets
pregnant, he botches the abortion, she dies, and he’s imprisoned. Sanctuary
(1931) tells of a trial
the abduction and rape (with a corncob!) of a
beautiful, emotionally unstable eighteen-year-old college girl by a psychopath
ic killer-for-hire.
In many cases, the crime or sin at the heart of a Faulkner story is never seen
and sometimes merely hinted at without being named, as in “Emily” or in a par
ticularly titillating tabloid story. In Light in August,
do not know if Joe
Christmas is black, and we do not see him (or anyone else) slit Joanna Burden’s
throat and set fire to the
In “Dry September,” we have no scene of the
alleged rape of Minnie Cooper for which Will Mayes is lynched, and no scene
of the lynching. In
the word “lynched” does not appear in the story. In
Sanctuary, there is no rape scene either (although the corncob is shown). In Go
Down Moses, we have to infer (as Ike McCaslin does) that a slaveholder got his
own (slave) daughter pregnant. In “Barn Burning,” we are
allowed to see
Abner
actually burning a barn. Similarly, in As I Lay Dying, we do not
witness Darl (or anyone else) torch the barn. Faulkner habitually avoids depict
ing a horrific action and instead forces us to infer what happened, as a clever
tabloid writer might, simultaneously solidifying our belief in the event and
allowing us to imagine the worst.
But did Faulkner imitate the tabloid style in any work besides “A Rose for
Emily”? Yes, he did, in parts of various
In late January of 1930, a few
months after finishing “Emily,” he submitted a never-to-be-published story
called “Smoke,” which according to Blotner is told in a similar manner. The
narrator is also “we” and seems to speak for the town, “its knowledge of the cir
cumstances, its guesses about facts and causes, its reactions to mystery unrav
eled” (644). But, unlike “Emily,” the mystery in “Smoke” is unraveled at a trial
and the murderer revealed.
In the opinion of Joseph W. Reed, Jr., Faulkner uses tabloid rhetoric in
parts of Sanctuary, published on February 9,1931, less than a year after “Emily”
appeared in Forum and before it reappeared in These 13:
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Experiments in imitation and emulation go beyond structural and nar
rative similarity into a combination of character-cliche, situation, and
narrative technique. Here and there is an unmistakable odor of old
newsprint, a suggestion of tabloid journalism which finally comes to
full force in chapter 31, the story of Popeye. Its form is as old as jour
nalism itself
the formative years or the confessions of the con
demned criminal, a form which has changed little between the Newgate
Calendar and the current copy of Midnight.
(61)
Perhaps Reed is thinking of a passage like the following from Popeye’s “forma
tive years”:
When the afternoon of the party came and the
began to arrive,
Popeye
not
found. Finally a servant found a room door
locked. They
the child, but got no answer. They sent for a lock
smith, but in the meantime the woman, frightened, had the door bro
ken in with
axe. The bathroom was empty. The window was open.
It gave onto a lower roof, from which a drain-pipe descended to the
ground. But Popeye was gone. On the floor lay a wicker cage in which
two lovebirds lived; beside lay the birds themselves, and the bloody scis
sors with which he had cut them up alive.
Three months later, at the instigation of a neighbor of his mother,
Popeye was arrested and sent to a home for incorrigible children. He
had cut up a half-grown kitten the same way.
(216-217)
This passage displays some of the characteristics of tabloid writing we can find
in “A Rose for Emily”: shocking details, short and pithy sentences, melodra
matic stereotyping, and pathos (the lovebirds, the half-grown kitten).
Similarly, the section of “Dry September” describing Minnie Cooper
remarkably like Section III of “A
for Emily” (although the narra
tion is in third rather than first person):
Then the town began to see her driving on Sunday afternoons with the
cashier in the bank. He was a widower of about forty — a high-col
ored man, smelling always faintly of the barber shop or of whiskey . . .
. Then the town began to say: “Poor Minnie.” “But she is old enough
to take care of herself,” others said. That was when she began to ask
her old schoolmates that their children call her “cousin” instead of
aunty.
It was twelve years now since she had been relegated into adultery
by public opinion, and eight years since the cashier had gone to a Mem
phis bank, returning for one day each Christmas, which he spent at
annual bachelors’ party at a hunting club on the river.
(174-75)
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As in “A Rose for Emily," Minnie’s neighbors gossip about her, reduce her to a
stereotype (in this case, The Frustrated Old Maid), "convict” her of adultery
through rumor, and pity her (first for being sexually exploitable, then for being
seduced and abandoned, and finally for being sexually assaulted by a “Negro”)—
all-too-familiar tabloid clichés.
Reed suggests that tabloids do not evolve. The techniques that Faulkner
would have been familiar with are still with us today. According to S. Eliza
beth Bird, “The tabloid style was in full
at this time [1919-1929]; it has
not changed that much
” (20).
describes tabloids (past and present)
as “sensational, excessive, gossipy, stereotyped” (201). “Stock cliches,” Bird tells
us, “give tabloid writing a consistently familiar look” (89). “The formula for
writing style,” explains Bird, “is easily recognizable, characterized by Burt as
"short and pithy’ and by Linedecker as [having] "plenty of drama and pathos’”
(89). We can find all these elements in “A Rose for Emily.”
Sensational: The American Heritage Dictionary defines “sensational” as
“Arousing or intended to arouse curiosity, interest, or reaction, esp. by exagger
ated or lurid details” (1116). Of course, the story is filled with “lurid” and
gestive details — a once-thin woman who now looks “bloated” (121), a myste
rious smell, an “idol” sitting motionless in a window (123), a three-day old
corpse, the purchase of rat poison, the sudden disappearance of a man, a bed
room locked up for many years, a skeleton on a bed “in the attitude of an
embrace” (130), a hair on a pillow.
The story as a whole invites but then impedes our curiosity
we are
allowed to see Emily only in brief snippets, as if we
paparazzi trying to
snap an unauthorized photograph. When the aldermen are sprinkling lime
around her house, we catch a glimpse of her: “As they recrossed the lawn, a
window that had been dark was lighted and Miss Emily sat in it, the light
behind her, and her upright torso motionless as that of
idol” (123). In the
next paragraph, we see her in a “tableau,” “Miss Emily a slender
in white
in the background” (123). Later, we see her riding with Homer Barron, “on
Sunday afternoons driving in the yellow-wheeled buggy and the matched team
of bays from the livery stable” (124). Finally, when she no longer goes out at
all, we, like the townspeople, see her only from the outside looking in and from
a distance: “Now and then we would see her in
of the downstairs windows
. . . like the carven torso of an idol in a niche, looking or not looking at us, we
never tell which” (128). Like any good tabloid story, “A Rose for Emily”
makes us beg for more.
Excessive: The narrative
also be described as excessive —“exceeding
what is normal, proper, or reasonable” (American Heritage Dictionary 472). In a
couple of passages, the excess is in the style: “She looked bloated, like a body
long submerged in motionless water, and of that pallid hue. Her eyes, lost in
the fatty ridges of her face, looked like two small pieces of coal pressed into a
lump of dough” (121); “What was left of him, rotted beneath what was left of
the nightshirt, had become inextricable from the bed in which he lay” (130). In
other parts of the story, the topics discussed and the scenes depicted stretch the
bounds of good taste. Telling us that a lady’s house has
odor so disturbing
that the neighbors complain to the mayor is certainly a breach of propriety. So
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is making public Emily’s refusal to acknowledge that her father has died and
her subsequent nervous collapse. And breaking into her bedroom to reveal the
most intimate details of her sex life hardly qualifies as an appropriate way to
treat a lady (or anyone else).
At another level, of course, the entire story violates what is “normal, prop
er, and reasonable” in exactly the same way that
article in a tabloid can
said to be offensive. Obviously, Emily Grierson’s whole life, like that of any
celebrity given the “treatment,” is turned into a spectacle for people to gawk at
and comment on. She is not even allowed to rest in peace. Her privacy and her
dignity are stripped from her. Her frailties and pecadillos are flaunted before
the world for the entertainment of the masses, including a house that’s an “eye
sore among eyesores,” her poverty, bad smells in the house, her tax evasion; her
obesity, rudeness, agoraphobia,
inability to attract a man, insanity;
the fact that she dated a Yankee “day laborer,” and perpetuated a family rift.
But worst of all, her vilest sins are
named outright, so no
can begin
to defend her against the unspoken charges of incest, fornication, murder,
necrophilia, and cannibalism.
Gossipy: The narrator maintains our interest by gossiping — passing on
rumors, offering theories, wondering
contradicting himself, exactly as a
scandal sheet would. As James M. Wallace recognizes, the “details of Emily
Grierson’s life have been passed to him [the narrator] along a sloppy bucket
brigade of gossip” (106). The narrator, explains
“wants the reader to
join ‘us’ — ‘our whole town’ . . .with ... its nose in everyone else’s business”
(106). “A Rose for Emily,” he says,
is about, among other things, gossip, and Faulkner, through his narra
tor, tricks us into implicating ourselves as we gossip about his charac
ters in a way that we usually reserve for neighbors — failing to under
stand them, revealing only our own phobias and fascinations.
(107)

We can’t get inside the house or inside Emily’s head, so we are thrown
scraps of information to keep our appetite whetted. We learn about a smell so
bad that it
for “a week or two” even after the aidermen have sprinkled lime
around the house (123), but are never given a cause for it. We are told Emily
“had grown fat” (127) but offered no explanation. We find out that Emily was
left “a pauper,” who “would know the old thrill and the old despair of a penny
more or less” (123), but who still “ordered a man’s toilet set in silver, with the
letters H.B. on each piece” and “bought a complete outfit of men’s clothing,
including a nightshirt” (127). We are given to understand that she no longer
has any visible means of support: "the painting pupils grew
and fell away
and did not send their children to her” (128). Yet she still sends Tobe to buy
groceries for (presumably) the two of them: “we watched the Negro grow gray
er and more stooped, going in and out with the market basket” (128). At one
point,
are told that “We remembered all the young men that her father had
driven away” (124). Yet the narrator refers to Homer as “her sweetheart — the
one we believed would marry her” (122) as if Emily had several sweethearts
besides Homer.
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The narrator can omit explanations as he pleases, send mixed messages,
even controvert
own statements, because virtually nothing in the story
before the final section is firsthand information. In the spirit of the gossip
monger, he continually uses phrases that exclude him from the action, and
therefore free him from worrying about the accuracy of what he is
"reporting.” He says, "They called a special meeting” (120), "They rose when
she entered” (121), "They broke open the cellar door” (123). Except for the
bedroom scene, the narrator did not witness the events described, so he can pre
tend that he is only passing on — without taking responsibility for its effect on
others — what he has heard over the years.
And yet, as is often the case in tabloid journalism, the specifics he provides
suggest that he was a fly on the wall. He knows, for example, exactly what the
aldermen saw and heard and smelled when they visited Emily in her
"when they sat down, a faint dust rose
about their thighs, spinning
with slow motes in the single sun-ray” (120); "they could hear the invisible
watch ticking at the end of the gold chain” (121); "It smelled of dust and dis
use — a close, dank smell” (120). Similarly, he reports the conversation
between Emily and the druggist, quoting each verbatim. He knows what was
written on the box of arsenic when "she opened the package at home” (126).
He even knows where and how she died: "in one of the downstairs rooms . . .
her gray head propped on a pillow yellow and moldy with age and lack of sun
light” (129). As with a tabloid,
are encouraged to assume that he had bril
liant (or clairvoyant) informants, capable of remembering the minutest details.
In addition, the narrator occasionally uses another familiar tactic of the
gossipy tabloids, disingenuously reporting what others have said, as if disclaim
ing responsibility for their opinions. He says, for example, "People in our town,
remembering how old lady Wyatt, her great-aunt, had gone completely crazy at
last, believed that the Griersons held themselves a little too high for what they
really were” (123). Later, he
us, "But there
still others, older people
who said that even grief
not cause a real lady to forget noblesse oblige —
without calling it noblesse oblige" (124-25). Still later, he says, "Then some of
the ladies began to say that it was a disgrace to the town and a bad example to
the young people” (126). He passes along the most pernicious rumors by
attributing them to others: "And as
as the
people said, 'Poor Emily,’
the whispering began. ‘Do you suppose it’s
so?’ they said to
another.
‘Of course it is. What else could . . .’ This behind their hands” (125).
Stereotyped: The characters fit the stereotypes associated with sensational
ized newspaper stories. Emily herself is never allowed to be seen as an indi
vidual, by the townspeople or by the narrator, their representative. According
to Heller, the town "tends to see her in terms of stock melodramatic stereo
types” (311). One of these is the "Lady Aristocrat” (310). She is depicted as a
typical Southern highborn woman, gullible, haughty, and eccentric.
is so
credulous that when Colonel Sartoris invents "an involved tale” to salve her
feelings for taking what amounts to charity, she accepts
explanation with
out question. The narrator condescendingly says, "only a woman could have
believed it” (120). Her
shows up after the town begins to pity her:
carried her head high enough—even when we believed that she
was fallen. It was as if she demanded more than ever the recognition
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of her dignity as the last Grierson; as if it had wanted that touch of
earthiness to reaffirm her imperviousness.
(125)

When she asks for the poison, the narrator
us, she has “cold, haughty black
eyes” (125) and she “just stared at him, her head tilted back in order to look him
eye for eye” (126).
Similarly, her eccentricity is emphasized again and again. For example,
“When the town got free postal delivery, Miss Emily alone refused to let them
fasten the metal numbers above her door and attach a mailbox to it.
would
not listen to them” (128).
is little more than a caricature, a two-dimen
sional
who is seen only from the outside, which is why so many writers
have used up so much ink trying to explain her “real” feelings about her father
and her lover. As Heller says, “Because the town unfailingly bases its approach
to Emily on stereotypical expectations, it never sees her as the very human per
son we believe her to be” (311).
Minor characters have no more depth or complexity. Predictably, her father
is portrayed as a tyrannical Southern patriarch. He is pictured “clutching a
horsewhip” (123) and the town “remembered all the young men her father had
driven away” (124). Similarly, Homer fits
’s image of a rough Yankee
foreman: “a big, dark, ready man, with a big voice and eyes lighter than his face”
(124), “with his hat cocked and a cigar in his teeth, reins and whip in a yellow
glove” (126). “Whenever you heard a lot of laughing anywhere about the
square, Homer Barron would be in the center of the group” (124). Tobe is
described as “an old manservant — a combined gardener and cook” (119), but
is not characterized and is generally referred to merely as “the Negro” (128).
Emily’s two cousins are barely described. They are said to be “even more Gri
erson than Miss Emily had ever been” (127) as if no other explanation is nec
essary.
Stock Clichés: Unlike Faulkner’s typical style, which is
with original
word combinations, the narrator in “Emily” makes extensive use of melodra
matic clichés redolent of the tabloid: “a fallen monument” (119); “who fell at
the battle of Jefferson” (119); “So she vanquished them, horse and foot” (121);
“the high and mighty Griersons” (122); “had gone completely crazy at last”
(123); “ back to her and clutching a horsewhip” (123); “the old thrill and the
old despair” (123); “she was fallen” (125); “He would never divulge what hap
pened . . . but he refused to go back again” (126); “too virulent and too furious
to die” (127).
The story also contains familiar narrative clichés, including, as Heller
points out, “a house we often see in Gothic Romances” (304). “The atmosphere
of the house,” he tells us, “reminds us again of Gothic Romance. It is tomblike,
dusty, dark, and
with a stairway that mounts into shadow” (305). Other
features borrowed from the Gothic novel include “insanity in the family” (123),
a tyrannical father, the emotional breakdown of a hysterical woman, the seduc
tion (and abandonment?) of a vulnerable female, the purchase of arsenic, a
terious locked bedroom, gossips whispering about dark secrets, and, almost lit
erally, a skeleton in a closet.
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Short and Pithy: Faulkner’s narrator (unlike most of his other story-tellers)
is fond of very succinct sentences, smoldering with meaning, which often
appear at the beginning or the end of a paragraph: “The tax notice was also
enclosed, without comment” (120); “She did not ask them to sit” (121); “Her
voice was dry and cold” (121); “After a week or two the smell went away” (123);
“She told them her father was not dead” (123); “We did not say she was crazy
then. We believed she had to do that” (124); “She was
for a long time”
(124); “At first nothing happened. Then we were sure that they
to be mar
ried” (127); “And that was the last we saw of Homer Barron. And of Miss
Emily for some time” (127); “She would not listen to them” (128) “And so she
died” (128). These sentences, even out of context, convey the tone and hint at
the substance of the whole story. In light of Faulkner’s well-known penchant
for extremely long and complex sentences, the “short and pithy” style of this
narrator is particularly significant.
Plenty ofDrama: Like his journalistic counterparts, the narrator often dra
matizes (or melodramatizes) the events described. The most important line in
the story, another concise and pregnant sentence, is set off as a single,
(melo)dramatic paragraph: “The man himself lay in the bed” (130). In
ear
lier version of the story, quoted by Michael Millgate, this sentence is not sepa
rated from the next paragraph (Achievement 264), so Faulkner’s
tends
to emphasize the shocking nature of this pronouncement. Similarly, the narra
tor ends two sections with a familiar (melo)dramatic device, the blackout line:
“’Show these gentlemen out’” (121) and “’For rats’” (126).
In addition, the narrator presents a suspenseful confrontation in each of the
first three sections of the story. In the first, Emily faces down the Aldermen
who
her to pay taxes. In the second section, Judge Stevens must con
front the youngest Alderman, “a member of the rising generation,” who wants
to tell Ms. Grierson about the odor emanating from her house. "‘Dammit, sir,’
Judge Stevens said, will you accuse a lady to her face of smelling bad?’”(122).
In the third section, Emily convinces the druggist to sell her arsenic:
“Why, of course,” the druggist said. “If that’s what you want. But
the law requires you to tell what you are going to use it for.”
Miss Emily just stared at him, her head tilted back in order to look
him eye for eye, until he looked away and went and got the
and
wrapped it up.
(126)

Plenty ofPathos: Of course, the text, like a scandal sheet, is also filled with
pathos. From the second paragraph of the story, Emily is portrayed as a figure
to be pitied. She had lived on “our most select street,” in a house “that had once
been white”; now her house lifts “its stubborn and coquettish decay above the
cotton
and the gasoline pumps — an eyesore among eyesores” (119).
is so poor, the narrator implies, that she cannot
her taxes, her house
smells of “dust and disuse,” and her leather furniture is cracked (120). In Sec
tion II, we are told, “That was when people had begun to feel really sorry for
her,” “when she got to be thirty and was still single” (123). When her father
dies and leaves her nothing but the house, the people of the town can finally
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feel compassion for her. “Being left alone, and a pauper, she had become
humanized (123). In Section III, they begin to refer to her as “Poor Emily”
she has been reduced to going out with a Yankee laborer.

5. A Coherent Narrative

In addition to following the stylistic strategies of the tabloids and accusing
Emily through innuendo and rumor, Faulkner constructs a coherent narrative
that subtly and effectively suggests Emily’s deep-seated depravity, her willing
ness to participate in a wide range of unthinkable activities. The pattern of this
narrative is quite difficult to see because, instead of arranging the scenes
chronologically, as
might expect, Faulkner has the narrator jump around
randomly, for
obvious reason. Many have tried to put the story’s events in
their historical order (since there are several tantalizing time references) and to
explain why a convoluted arrangement of events is appropriate to Faulkner’s
themes, but no one I know of has explained why the incidents occur in this par
ticular sequence.
Once we notice that Emily’s behavior is arranged from least to most egre
gious, regardless of when it occurred in historical time, we can see how the nar
rative by itself
lead us subconsciously to conclude that Emily was not only
a murderer but a sinner rivaling the Whore of Babylon. The very ordering of
the scenes pushes us to see that, since she is capable of breaching the social con
tract in ever more appalling ways, nothing would prevent her from sliding down
that slippery slope from offensive social lapses to disgraceful transgressions of
human law to horrific violations against God
The fact that Faulkner
broke the story into numbered sections in the final draft (Skei 153) suggests
that he wanted to underscore the progressively degenerative movement of the
narrative, but readers’ continued inability to recognize the “order” of “A Rose
for Emily” tells us how deeply Faulkner buried his structural principle — and
how powerfully this aspect of the story can work on our subconscious.
Thus, in the section labeled I (119), Emily is shown only to be incredibly
obtuse (or arrogant) and impolite, rather than immoral or sinful.
claims to
owe no taxes, refusing to acknowledge the power of the state over her and
angering the “next generation, with its more modern ideas” (120), which insists
on her conformity to the community code. When the deputation sent by the
Board of Alderman enters her unkempt parlor, “
did not ask them to sit.
just stood in the door and listened quietly until the spokesman came to a
stumbling halt” (121). Instead of following the conventions of etiquette, she
treats these city fathers like dirt beneath her feet. In the section labeled “II”
(121), she is portrayed not only as less-than-polite — she does not receive the
bold ladies who call on her (122) — but as emotionally unstable, the next step
down the road toward complete abandonment of social restraint. In this sec
tion, she is not merely violating the rules of etiquette with visitors; now she is
willing to make her neighbors’ lives extremely unpleasant by inflicting her “bad
smells” on them.
In the second half of Section II, two years earlier than the time when the
smell developed, Emily’s father dies, and she once again exceeds mere impo
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liteness, but even more shockingly. “The day after his death all the ladies pre
pared to call at the house and offer condolence and aid, as is our custom. Miss
Emily met them at the door, dressed as usual and with
trace of grief on her
face.
told them her father was not dead” (123). After three days of this
denial (and, presumably, when the stench from the dead body would have
begun to permeate the neighborhood), “she broke down, and they buried her
father quickly” (124). The narrator comments, “We did not say she was crazy
then. We believed she had to do that” (124), implying that later she gave them
more reason to think of her as less-than-sane. The reverse chronological order
of this section provides particularly strong evidence that Faulkner is deliberate
arranging the scenes in relation to the odiousness of Emily’s behavior.
In Section III, predictably, the level of her offenses against community
standards reaches a new low. In the first half of this section, she is violating
more than the rules of etiquette and decorum. She violates the caste system
itself, what the narrator calls her “noblesse oblige” (124), her obligation to act
in ways appropriate to her high rank in society. Inexplicably, she starts keeping
company with Homer Barron, “a Northerner, a day laborer” (124) (whose name,
ironically, sounds like baron), even though she is a Grierson, a Southern aristo
crat. As if this behavior is not bad enough, in the middle part of Section III,
her image becomes even more besmirched. We are told about her becoming the
subject of a gossip campaign, which hints that she is doing more than riding in
a
with her working-class beau. “And as
as the old people said,
Poor Emily,’ the whispering began. ‘Do you suppose it’s
so?’ they said to
one another. ‘Of course it is. What else could . . .’ This behind their hands”
(125). Then in the final part of Section III we are told of behavior that points
to an even
act than “dating” a Yankee: “’I want some poison,’ she said to
the druggist” (125). At the beginning of Section IV, the town suspects her of
planning to commit suicide, which is of course an unforgivable sin in Christian
terms, but, still, in the minds of the hypocritical townspeople, “it would be the
best thing” (126).
In the perverse value system of the citizens of Jefferson, the next step in
Emily’s degradation is spelled out at the beginning of Section IV, her inability
to get Homer to the altar. It’s bad enough that she’s
a Northern day
laborer, it’s
that she’s succumbed to him sexually, but it’s inexcusable that
she can’t (or won’t) wring a proposal from him. “When she had first begun to
be seen with Homer Barron, we had said, ‘
will marry him.’ Then we said,
‘She will persuade him yet’” (126). When she fails to “persuade” him, “some of
the ladies began to say that it was a disgrace to the town and a bad example to
the young people” (126). Her failure to marry him is intolerable, the ultimate
insult to community pride, worse than any of the previous offenses described by
the narrator.
At this point in the narrative, in the middle of Section IV, Homer Barron
disappears, and the progression (or retrogression) of the story, especially when
combined with the tabloid-style innuendo and the (otherwise flimsy) physical
evidence, makes the inference inescapable: she has poisoned him. She has slid
all the way down the moral slope and committed murder. In narrative (rather
than strictly chronological) terms, she descends step by step from
trans-
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gression to a more reprehensible one, successively (i.e., page by page) breaching
or threatening to breach the rules of etiquette, the principle of decorum, the
caste system, sexual
the sanctions against suicide, and, finally, the mar
riage code.
A perfect “chain of circumstances” can be established, much
the
in
Robinson Crusoe, as argued Hosea Knowlton in the Lizzie Borden trial in the
1890's (Welsh 2-6). All that is needed is a mind to make the connections. For
the townspeople, and presumably the jurors/readers, the links are unbreakable.
As this pattern registers on our subconscious, we come to realize, without
knowing why, that she is capable of anything.
It is evident that Faulkner himself was conscious of this chain, at least in
1959, when he explained in an interview: “The conflict was in Miss Emily, that
she knew that you do not murder people. She had been trained that you do not
take a lover. You marry, you don’t take a lover.
had broken all the laws of
her tradition, her background, and she had finally broken the law of God too,
which says you do not take human life” (Gwynn and Blotner 58).

6. A Puritanical Attitude
According to Barnhurst and Nerone, “Within its small size, the tabloid offered
a moral rather than an intellectual picture of the world. Instead of pretending
to map the world for readers, tell them what mattered most and predict the
future, the tabloid attempted to move readers by activating fundamental values
and replaying timeless narratives” (270). This moralism, Bird contends, leans
to the right. American tabloids, “in spite of their reputation for espousing
unusual and nonmainstream viewpoints, ... are consistently conservative in a
very real sense” (67). “The tabloid papers,” she points out, “are . . . reactionary,
constantly rising to the defense of 'traditional American values’ (in the sense
that term is used by the Moral Majority and like-minded groups)” (67).
Tabloids, she explains, are both sensational and “puritanical” (78). “While crit
ics often call them sleazy, sexy, or immoral, the papers in fact cast themselves as
guardians of a particular kind of moral code that sits well with their regular
readers” (201).
We see reflections of these descriptions in “A Rose for Emily.” The narra
tor exploits the sensational possibilities of his material, licking
lips at the
prospect of wickedness and scandal, presenting a bedroom scene whose “sleazy,
sexy, and immoral” implications are too delicious to ignore, but he simultane
ously reminds us that no one can disregard “traditional American values” with
impunity. He continually shows us how Emily’s real and imagined violations
of propriety cause the straitlaced townspeople to cluck their tongues, raise their
eyebrows, whisper “behind their hands” (125), and even ostracize her. The
Baptist minister, after all, could not even talk about what happened when he
went to visit Miss Emily (126).
Any reader of tabloids would instantly recognize the puritanical strain that
runs through the story. Emily’s initial “sin,” of course, the one that leads to all
the others, is pride, considering herself superior to the common folk. Her fam
ily is described sarcastically as “the high and mighty Griersons” (122). Later,
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we're told that “People in our town . . . believed the Griersons held themselves
a little too high for what they really were. None of the young men were quite
good enough for Miss Emily and such” (123). To describe her suspected affair
with Homer, the narrator says “ believed that she was fallen” (125), using the
stock Victorian phrase to refer to a woman losing her virginity and her “repu
tation,” but also reminding us what pride goeth before.
The townspeople evidently get some perverse pleasure out of seeing the
once-proud Emily fall, morally, financially, and socially, and consider it their
duty to set Emily back on the path of righteousness. When the ladies of the
town suspect Emily of having been seduced by Homer, they whisper; they con
sider her behavior a “disgrace” and “a bad example to the young people” (126),
so they force the minister to call on her. When that doesn’t
they decide
she needs family around her and get the minister’s wife to contact cousins to
come chaperone her. The townsfolk attempt to fulfill their “duty” of getting
Emily back on the righteous path.
Like any celebrity ground through the mill of the “puritanical” tabloid,
Emily is judged by the most rigid standards. Since she has no family to enforce
the strict code of behavior, the town must act as a surrogate until her relatives
arrive. As with any eccentric celebrity, Emily is fascinating to the townspeople,
to the tabloid reader, and to us precisely because she — reputedly — violates
the rules we all cherish. Perhaps this is why they, and we, have mixed feelings
toward her and other celebrities who live outside the bounds of convention.
They get to do what
secretly want to do. They get to transcend their time,
place, and station and indulge their fantasies with abandon. So
root for
them — up to a point. That’s why “our whole town went to her funeral: the
men through a sort of respectful affection for a fallen monument” (119), why
she was “a tradition, a duty, and a care” (119), why the narrator says “she van
quished them, horse and foot, just as she had vanquished their fathers thirty
years before about the smell” (121), why “ were all Miss Emily’s allies to help
circumvent the cousins” (127).
Appropriately, this town, bent on believing the worst about, and yet feeling
grudging admiration toward, one of its leading citizens, is called Jefferson, pre
sumably after the third president of the United States, who was himself the tar
get of ugly scuttlebutt in the scandal sheets of
day. In 1802, as Faulkner
would have known, Thomas Jefferson was said to have carried on two illicit
affairs,
with the wife of a friend and the other with one of his slaves, Sally
Hemings. Significantly, these rumors were planted by a newspaperman, James
T. Callender, in the Recorder, a Federalist propaganda sheet. According to VirDabney, Callender’s unsubstantiated claims about Jefferson were turned
into “ribald verses” that appeared in the Boston Gazette and the Philadelphia Port
Folio (11-13). Moreover, this gossip, as Norman Risjord points out, “was kept
alive by English travelers in the nineteenth century, who used it to titillate their
readers” (114). Michael Durey, in his discussion of the scandal associated with
Jefferson, refers to “a readership now expecting new sexual revelations with each
newspaper edition” (163). He calls such readers “gossips and sensation seekers”
(163). As with Emily, Thomas Jefferson’s suspected sexual escapades became a
target of tabloid journalism, so it hardly seems coincidental that the town in “A
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Rose for Emily” bears his name.
The attitude of the town of Jefferson toward Emily’s (mis)behavior, how
ever, parallels the tabloid's handling of women in the spotlight. According to

Tabloid heroines are not successful career women but women who
make unusual marriages and succeed as mothers. Villains, on the other
hand, are women (and men) who disrupt the family ideal. Celebrities
are often seen as hopelessly pursuing the quest for a perfect marriage
and family.
(77)
Thus, as Emily is
more and more with Homer Barron, hardly the mate her
neighbors would choose for her, tongues begin wagging. Emily is a "villain”
because she dares to “disrupt the family ideal.”
hopelessly pursues “a per
fect marriage and family,” so she deserves the contempt of the town and of the
reader.
succumbs to Homer’s advances but doesn’t get him to the altar, so
the townspeople (as embodied by the narrator) are justified in exploiting her life
for cheap thrills and stern moral lessons, the perfect formula for celebrity
watchers everywhere.

7. A Cautionary Tale
As should be clear, then, “A Rose for Emily” mimics the style and attitude of
American tabloid newspapers and subliminally establishes a pervasive atmos
phere of guilt and sin around the title character. The strong representation of
Emily’s depravity created by the titillating insinuations, the suggestive structure
and the moral overlay is overwhelmingly persuasive and encourages us to join
the townspeople in rooting around in Emily’s psyche and weaving intricate
tapestries of evil from a single strand of hair. If the truckload of criticism about
this story is any indication, Faulkner’s strategy has worked better than even he
could have hoped, for no other story of his enjoys so much attention.
However, the bulk of that criticism echoes Lionel Trilling’s facile summary
of the story and, therefore, has focused on her behavior, poisoning Homer Bar
ron and desecrating
corpse, rather than paying attention to key features of
the narration. As long as Emily is perceived through this narrow lens, much
energy will
wasted on an attempt to explain her reasons for acting as she
does, and the deeper implications of the story won’t explored. Once we rec
ognize that “A Rose for Emily” is not about its title character but about itself,
its use of language and its distortion of reality, we can begin to see the larger
issues that the story raises.
Of course, I am not claiming that Emily is innocent of any wrongdoing.
That’s not my point at all. I am arguing that questions about her behavior
should not be our primary concern and can easily lead to counterproductive
speculation. What is far more important is that the fictional (as opposed to the
“legal”) case against her is apparently very compelling. After all, a vast major
ity of readers have been led to believe, by the tiniest collection of evidence
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imaginable, that she committed several heinous acts. We need to understand
how Faulkner’s narrator convinces us of Emily’s guilt, and then we need to ask
what that process says about words, fiction, crime, law, thinking, emotions, atti
tudes, newspapers, and society.
My claim is that the story shows us the power — and peril — of
“tabloidization,” the tendency to see people, especially celebrities, as fodder for
our fantasies. The narration both describes and serves as an analogy for the
town’s treatment of Emily Grierson — the last “monument” (119) in Jefferson.
is being devoured by the hypocritical voyeurism, mean-spirited speculation,
and vicious rumor-spreading of small-minded, jealous wanna-bes. Emily’s
neighbors, then, are the real cannibals in the story. Their hunger for scandal
leads her to close herself off almost completely from the world outside her
house, which only whets their appetite and increases their willingness to inter
fere in her life. More than her father or her “sweetheart,” the good people of
Jefferson, unaware that they are in any way responsible for her suffering, make
her life a living hell. Their behavior is despicable, utterly lacking in compas
sion or common decency. Like the writers and readers of tabloids, they exploit
Emily’s (perceived) misfortune, treating her
a creature invented for their
profit and pleasure, not
a human being deserving of privacy and dignity.
As we read the story, we are continually invited to join the town in pierc
ing Emily’s veil of secrecy. We are led to believe that entering her house, her
bedroom, her inner sanctum, will allow us to see her soul, but the ending of the
story suggests that this goal will always be frustrated, not just with Emily but
with any of our acquaintances. Once we see the body on the bed, the man’s toi
letries, the collar and tie, the suit, “the two mute shoes and the discarded socks”
(130), the indentation and the iron-gray hair on the pillow, we realize that we
can find only “mute”
objects, not human
and feelings. The
objects left in this room, including the skeleton with its “profound and fleshless
grin” (130), cannot speak to us about the people who lived there.
The innuendo, the hearsay, the clichés, the stereotypes, and the melodrama
have led us to a “dead” end, a body without flesh, a story without meaning. If
we have played the narrator’s game, as so many of us have, searched for clues,
opinions, passed judgment, ventured guesses, rendered verdicts, we have
fallen into the trap the story has set for us, and we are in a better position to
understand the idol/idle worship of the people of Jefferson, for we are no bet
ter than they.
Faulkner’s most frequently analyzed short story, then, illustrates how peo
ple, regardless of their behavior, can be ostracized and destroyed by whispers
and self-righteous bigotry. If we pay attention to the story’s style, structure,
context, and tone, “A Rose for Emily” reminds us that our
to dissect our
neighbors’ lives are not merely unfair and futile, but can ultimately dehuman
the subject and the observers. All of us, including those in the limelight,
certainly deserve better treatment than Emily gets from the townspeople of Jef
ferson and from the readers of her story. Clearly, “A Rose for Emily” transcends
the form it imitates and becomes a cautionary tale about the folly and danger
of tabloidizing our world and the individuals who share it with us.
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Still,

William
in his 1871 publication The Under
ground Railroad, called his colleague and friend
Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, "the leading colored
poet in the United States” (Foster 5). In speaking of
his
to devote thirty pages of The Underground
Railroad to Frances Harper, Still wrote, "There is not
to
found in
written work portraying the Anti
slavery struggle, (except in the form of narratives) as
we are aware of, any sketch of the labors of any emi
nent colored woman.” Despite her exclusion from
most accounts of literary history, Frances Harper was
the most popular African-American writer of the
nineteenth century (Foster 4). While Harper has
been "rediscovered” by literary scholars in the past
decade, emphasis has been placed predominantly on
her life as a popular speaker and activist for aboli
tionism, temperance, and womens rights. Harper’s
widely
novel Iola Leroy has also received atten
tion. But less has been written about her poetry or its
connection to her other writing and activism. Seri
ous consideration of Harper’s "social protest poetry”
(Graham ii) was initiated by Maryemma Graham in
her 1988 edition of Complete Poems of Frances E.W.
Harper and continued by Francis Smith Foster in her
1990 reader A
Coming Day, which pays par
ticular attention to Harper’s proto-feminist concerns
and what Maxwell Whiteman calls Harper’s early
"black power” impulses (Graham iii).1 Harper’s
poetry, however, continues to merit further analysis.
This paper looks closely at the poetry of Frances
Harper through an analysis of five poems included in
three of Harper’s twelve volumes of poetry: her first
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publication in 1854, Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects; her 1872 volume entitled
Sketches ofSouthern Life; andAtlanta Offering: Poems, published in 1895 toward
the end of Harper’s career. These poems reveal the appropriateness of the
medium of poetry for an African-American poet like Harper, the ways in which
she used the popular but predominantly white poetic form of the ballad to
appeal to
audiences, her positioning of the ideals of the “Cult of True
Womanhood” to achieve her literary goals, and her incorporation of black ver
nacular in order to capture and elevate a distinctly African-American culture.
My analysis of Harper’s strategies of representation demonstrates her use of
rhetorical, structural, and thematic masking techniques to convey her most sub
versive messages.
Harper was born in Baltimore, Maryland, on September 24,1825, the only
daughter of free parents. Orphaned by her third year of life, she was raised by
her uncle, the Reverend William Watkins, and attended the school he ran. Due
to the invisibility of women in public records, little information exists about
Harper’s racial background, an ambiguity which in adult life enabled her to
appeal to audiences across race and gender lines. Harper’s mother has also
remained unidentified, and, as Frances Smith Foster points out in A Brighter
Coming Day: A Frances Ellen Watkins Harper Reader, it is unusual that Harper’s
father also remains anonymous given the family’s social prominence in Balti
more.
Harper’s racial identity was remarked upon during her public life. Foster
writes, “it is quite possible that Frances Watkins, like many African-Americans,
was fathered by a white man” (6). One writer described her as “a red mulatto,”
and reporter Grace Greenwood remarked that she was “about as colored as
some of the Cuban belles I have met with at Saratoga” (Still. 812). In a letter
to William Still, Harper wrote, “I don’t know but that you would laugh if you
were to hear some of the remarks which my lectures call forth: ‘
is a man,’
or ‘She is not colored, she is painted’” (Foster 126-27). This ambiguity about
Harper’s gender and race reflects nineteenth-century ideologies which both
discouraged women from speaking in the public sphere and identified racially
mixed individuals with the African American community. The silence sur
rounding Harper’s racial parentage also points to the commonality of racially
mixed children in the slave culture of nineteenth-century America and the anx
iety surrounding public acknowledgement of this issue. Raised among the
African-American, abolitionist community of her uncle, William Watkins,
Harper embraced her African-American identity and did not speak of her pos
sibly white father, perhaps, as
Foster speculates, as “a conscious attempt
to avoid
possibility that her status as a woman of distinction might be chal
lenged by white bourgeois audiences” (6).
In part because of William Watkins, Harper’s primary caregiver after her
parents’ death, Harper devoted her life to the betterment of her race. Watkins
was a black abolitionist who imparted to Harper a sense of duty and activism.
Watkins’ influence and strong racial identity led Harper to her life’s work as a
her, writer, and activist for the abolitionist cause. Although she left
Watkins’ school in 1839 at the age of thirteen to earn a living, Harper contin
ued to write and published her first collection of poetry and prose in 1845 enti-
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tied Forest Leaves, Apparently no copy of this work has survived. In 1850
Harper became a teacher at the Union Seminary near Columbus, Ohio, a
school operated by the African Methodist Episcopal Church. Around 1852 she
left this position for another teaching position in Little York, Pennsylvania
(Daniel 1-2).
Although born free, Harper’s awareness of the difficulties of her race was
heightened in 1853 with the passage of a law in her home state of Maryland
that made free blacks entering the state from the North liable to be sold as
slaves. In addition to this threat, Harper’s sense of activism was encouraged
through her work with Philadelphia activist William Still and
involvement
with the Underground Railroad. Reacting to the continued violence and dis
crimination against her people, Harper embarked on a speaking career that
began in August 1854, when she
the first of many antislavery lectures
in New Bedford, Massachusetts, entitled “Education and the Elevation of the
Colored Race.” The immediate success of this speech led to further involve
ment in the antislavery movement as a lecturer and a writer. Harper was hired
as a speaker for the Maine Anti-Slavery Society and traveled throughout that
state for two years. From 1856 to 1860 she also spoke in Pennsylvania, New
Jersey, New York, Ohio, and other states. Reporter Grace Greenwood (Sara J.
Lippincott) wrote of her speaking style: “She . . . speaks without notes, with
gestures few and fitting. Her manner is marked by dignity and composure. She
is never assuming, never theatrical” (Still 779).
Unlike many of the female activists who remained single in part because of
the difficulty of resolving their public role with nineteenth-century conceptions
of marriage and domesticity, Frances Watkins married Fenton Harper on
November 22, 1860, in Cincinnati, Ohio, and they lived together on a farm
near Columbus until his death four years later. They had one daughter, Mary,
and after her husband’s death,
continued the lecture circuit with her
daughter. Harper’s role as a mother and wife is significant in light of her pro
lific representation of the destruction of families through slavery in poems such
as “The Slave Mother” which will be addressed later. As a wife and mother,
Harper also adhered to popular conceptions of womanhood, a fact essential to
her acceptance to both white and black,
and female genteel audiences.
The
of marriage in nineteenth-century America, as Lillian O’Con
ner writes in Pioneer Women Orators, cannot be underestimated. In short, as she
writes, “Failure to marry was synonymous with failure in life” (8).
Harper continued to work throughout her life; her later writing included
Sketches of Southern Life (1872), a series of related poems; The Martyr ofAlaba
ma and Other Poems (c. 1894); a long narrative poem Moses: A Story of the Nile
(1869); and a novel, Iola Leroy, or Shadows Uplifted (1892). Frances Harper died
in Philadelphia in 1911 at the age of eighty-five. The following elegy by W. E.
B. Du Bois, appearing in the Crisis in remembrance of Frances Harper, points
to her
in African-American literary history:
It is, however, for her attempts to forward literature among colored
people that Frances Harper deserves most to be remembered. She was
not a great singer, but she had some sense of song; she was not a great
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writer, but she wrote much worth reading. She was, above all, sincere.
She took her writing soberly and earnestly; she gave her life to it, and
it gave her fair support.
(Daniel 16)
The exclusionary nature of literary history has made it difficult to trace a
history of African-American, particularly women s poetry. J. Saunders Redding
was
of the first scholars to refute the notion of a distinct genre of AfricanAmerican literature:

American Negro literature, so called, is American literature in fact, and
that American Negro literature cannot be lopped off from the main
body of American literary expression without doing grave harm to both
as complementary instruments of historical and social diagnosis and as
the joint and articulated
of American experience.
(8)
Joan Sherman, in her 1974 book Invisible Poets, agrees with Redding in her
assertion that “Black poetry in the nineteenth century strongly supports and
illustrates this proposition, for it is American in subject, versification, and atti
tudes.” While it is true, as Sherman goes on to say, that “In the entire body of
black verse published between 1829 and 1900 there is scarcely a trace of those
qualities commonly assigned to the Negro temperament (or an African her
itage) such as pleasant irony,
tropic nonchalance, primitive
rhythms, or emotional raciness” (xx), it is also important to recognize the ways
in which poetry serves as
accessible medium for a writer such as Frances
Harper.
Scholarship on Harper and other black women poets has increased since
Shermans identification of African American “invisible poets,” and Harper is
included in the canon of African American literature represented by The Nor
ton Anthology ofAfrican American Literature (1997). However, scholarship in
this field largely fails to address Harper as a poet in her own right. Rather than
engage in close examination of Harper’s poetry, scholars have used Harper’s
speeches, and poetry to position Harper as a literary and historical
representative of “black women” in the late nineteenth and
twentieth cen
turies. Foster and Graham for example, offer short introductory analyses of
Harper’s life and work, but their books function as compilations of Harper’s
work void of close analysis. Essays by Foster and Farrah Jasmine Griffith place
Harper in her historical context without examining her role as a poet. While
scholars
Harold Bloom include Harper in their lists of African American
women authors and give some attention to her poetry, extensive examination of
Harper’s unique use of poetic form and function is lacking from such accounts.2
Not only was
Harper a “civil rights leader, abolitionist” and “
fragette” (Bloom 106), she was also perhaps first and foremost a poet. That
Harper chose to devote twelve of her fifteen publications to poetry reflects the
effectiveness of the medium for her literary goals and cultural position as an
African-American free woman. “The Slave Mother”
“Vashti” (1870),
“Aunt Chloe” (1872), “The Dying Bondman”
and “Songs for the Peo-
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ple” (1895) demonstrate Harper’s use of both African-American and white
poetic traditions to highlight issues of gender and race to audiences across gen
der and racial lines.
The oral tradition evident in African-American religious culture is con
nected to and interchangeable with poetry. As an orator and active public
speaker, Harper was the only poet of the twenty-six African-American poets
uncovered by Joan Sherman who made her living through the publication and
public readings of her poetry (xviii). Her role as a public poet-lecturer was not
unlike that of African-American preachers whose speaking has close
with poetic form. Marcellus Blount illustrates the connection between preach
ing and poetry in
reference to Lydia Child, who wrote of Julia Pell, a black
itinerant preacher. This “dusky priestess of eloquence” (585), as Child called
her, is not only a unique contribution of the female voice to the public sphere;
it also shows the facility with which Bell’s sermon translates to poetry in the
written form. Blount records the following excerpt of Bell’s sermon:

Silence in Heaven!
The Lord said to Gabriel,
bid all the angels keep silence.
Go up into the third heavens,
and tell the
to hush their golden harps.
Let the sea stop its roaring,
and the earth be still.
What’s the matter now?
Why, man has sinned,
and who shall save
Let there be silence,
while God makes search for a Messiah.
(585)

Poetry, like preaching, is distinguished from other forms of writing by its
ance on orality. In this way, poetry serves as a mediumoral
accessible to nine
teenth-century African-Americans like Harper for whom
culture was cen 
tral.3
“The Slave Mother” and Harper’s later poem “The Dying Bondman,” sup
port Alain Locke’s theory that black cultural products are “distinctive hybrids
resulting from interpretation of American national and black traits” (Sherman
xxi). Harper, like most nineteenth-century African-American poets, wrote
poetry that was American in its subject and versification, while demonstrating
the sentimentality, musicality, colloquialism, and “elevated” language common
to white and black poets. But perhaps because she is one of the few AfricanAmerican women poets of the nineteenth century, Harper — despite her
underlying subversive messages — reflects the predominantly white, American
ideals of the “cult of true womanhood.” Barbara Welter describes these ideals:

Erecting the nonproductive woman into a symbol of bourgeois class
hegemony, the new bourgeois men of the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s for
mulated the Cult of True Womanhood, which prescribed a female role
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bounded by kitchen and nursery, overlaid with piety and purity, and
crowned with subservience.
(13)
Harper used the image of motherhood throughout her poetry to portray black
women generally in a favorable light and specifically to reflect her self-concep
tion as a mother who was also a poet.
a speaker for African-American women who accepted the pervasive
nineteenth-century notion that ‘poetry’s province is to convey truth, to teach,
to uplift, and reform, and secondarily to give pleasure” (Sherman xxi), Harper
sought to defend and re-conceptualize the
of black women in America fol
lowing Emancipation. While ideas about freed men were more clearly defined,
black women struggled to defend their worth. Harper embraced the ideals of
the “Cult of True Womanhood” not simply because they
white, dominant
ideals but because those parameters defined what it meant to
a “woman” in
nineteenth-century America. Victoria Earle Matthews, a nineteenth-century
activist, spoke vehemently against the white male patriarchy that not only
destroyed women during slavery but also deemed them worthless following
Emancipation because of their inability to fulfill the ideals of womanhood.
said before a
white Christian society, “What a past is ours! There was
attribute of womanhood which had not been sullied — aye,.which had not been
destroyed, more than in men, all that woman holds sacred, all that ennobles
womanhood” (Washington 74).
Minstrel shows, popular from the 1840’s, perpetuated stereotypes of black
women as immoral, licentious, and
(Washington 74). These images
propelled Harper to paint a different picture of black womanhood based in the
Christian morality governing. the “Cult of True Womanhood”. Although
Harper wanted women to have autonomy and power, she remained true to the
ideal of the “true woman.” As Mary Helen Washington writes, “In spite of
their attempts to give their women autonomy and power, both Harper and
[Pauline] Hopkins were influenced by the “Cult of True Womanhood,” which
demanded that women satisfy the obligations of affectional and domestic life”
(Washington 76). Driven by her commitment to Christianity, her middle class
status, and her interaction with white women, Harper accepted and maintained
her place as a traditional woman.4
In an attempt to prove black, female worth in white America while at the
same time seeking to carve out a place of power and authority for all women,
Harper utilizes masking devices which help her negotiate the “double consciousness”first named by W.E.B. Du Bois. Du Bois describes “veiling” or
“masking” as a fundamental part of Negro identity:

[T]he Negro is a sort of a seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with
second-sight in this American world — a world which yields him no
true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the reve
lation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-con
sciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of
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others, of measuring ones soul by the tape of a world that looks on in
amused contempt and pity.
(5)
Harper saw herself through “the revelation of the other world,” the world of
white womanhood; for her the Cult of True Womanhood was a mask or “ ”
that not coincidentally allowed her to gain a white audience for her work.
From beneath the mask emerge her dramatic and oftentimes horrific
accounts of her race’s plight. J. Saunders Redding suggests such a strategy of
representation in
assertion that black literature “has been a literature either
of purpose or necessity.” Black literary production, according to Redding, is
created not simply for “art’s sake” but as a vehicle of political agendas to com
bat white racism and to prove the capacity of blacks. Redding puts all black lit
erature into two categories: one, the necessity of ends; and two, the necessity
of means. He writes:
Negro writers have been obliged to have two faces. If they wished to
succeed they have been obliged to satisfy two different (and opposed
when not entirely opposite) audiences, the black and the white. The
necessity of means, perhaps, has been even stronger than the
of ends, and as writers have increased, the necessity has grown almost
from the point of desperation.
(xviii)

Harper writes the “double-sided code of necessity” particularly well in “The
Slave Mother,” a work from her first volume of poetry, Poems on Miscellaneous
Subjects
in which she uses the ballad form to address the always-popular nineteenth-century theme, motherhood. In the poem Harper creates alter
nate perceptions of the accepted
of the mother — in the words of Dorothy
Dudley, “A true instructor of her Family, / The which she ordered with dexter
ity” (Walker 10). Harper subverts that image with her portrait of the slave
mother, and with
of the fragmentation of families and the sexual abuse
of slave women. “The Slave Mother” begins at the moment of climax:

Heard you that shriek? It rose
So wildly in the air,
It seemed as if a burden’ heart
Was breaking in despair.

Saw you those hands so sadly clasped —
The bowed and feeble head —
The shuddering of that fragile form —
That look of grief and dread?

(Foster 59)

Beginning with a question, Harper engages in direct conversation with her
reader. She elicits responses from her audience and so enacts the traditional
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nineteenth-century poetic form of dramatic dialogue. White poets, including
Tennyson, Browning or Arnold, used a kind of veiling technique when they
adopted personae in similar kinds of poems. T.S. Eliot describes this poetic
technique in the following manner: “The mere fact that he is assuming a role,
that he is speaking through a mask, implies the presence of an audience: why
should a man put on fancy dress and a mask only to talk to himself?” (Mermin
11). In essence, Dorothy Mermin concludes, “In such poems the presence of
auditors
the emphasis on communication that is already implicit in the
form” (11).
While she does not use the black folk dialect we see in later African-Amer
ican poetry, Harper alludes to the call and response tradition of black preach
ing through her pattern of questions and in her repetition of language mixed
with improvisation. Her first three stanzas begin “Hear you?” “Saw you?” “Saw
you?” The fifth and sixth stanzas answer “He is not hers,” while the following
two begin with “His love” and “His lightest word.” As a text characterized by
a masked, performative speaker and an implied audience, or by call and
response, this poem fits into modern conceptions of folklore and vernacular
performance. Blount notes, “In written texts that draw on the aesthetics of ver
nacular performance, the relations of orality and literacy are continuous. The
tensions between repetition and improvisation that operate in a verbal perfor
mance are translated into competing structures of creation and recollection
literary artists and their audiences” (583). Through her employment of these
literary techniques, Harper creates what Blount calls a “preacherly text” where
the knowledge presented is shared by both
or poetic speaker, and
audience or reader.
The sentimentality of “The Slave Mother” was appealing, particularly in
light of a common interest in poetry about the emotions of motherhood among
white women poets. Anxiety over death and care-giving
frequent subjects
in works as early as those of the Puritan poet Anne Bradstreet. In “Before the
Birth of One of Her Children” she asks her husband to care for her children
should she die:
And when thy loss shall be repaid with gains
Look to my little babes, my dear remains.
And if thou love thyself, or loved’st me,
These O protect from step-dame’s injury
(Watts 16)

In “Hebrew Dirge,” Lydia Huntley Sigourney writes of the death of an infant
and a mother’s grief:
I saw an infant, marble cold,
Borne from the pillowing breast,
And in the shroud’s embracing fold
Laid down to dreamless rest;
And moved with bitterness I sighed,
Not for the babe that slept,
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But for the mother at its side,
Whose soul in anguish wept
(Watts 86)

Harper’s treatment of motherhood differs significantly in “The Slave
Mother.” She paints a picture of a mother’s desperation when her child is torn
from her arms. While the mother, retains her composure, as an ideal woman
should, her grief is vividly expressed:

She is a mother, pale with fear,
Her boy clings to her side,
And in her kirtle vainly tries
His trembling form to hide.
The powerlessness of woman in this scene appeals to the powerlessness of
women on many different levels.
In stanzas five and six of “The Slave Mother,” Harper further complicates
this already horrific scene:
He is not hers, although she bore
For him a mother’s pains;
He is not hers, although, her blood
Is coursing through his veins!

He is not hers, for cruel hands
May rudely tear apart
The only wreath of household love
That binds her breaking heart.
The reader’s realization that “He is not hers” poignantly illustrates the way in
which slavery breaks the natural bond of mother to child, translating it into a
bond of property only, property on which the mother has
claim. Her inabil
ity to “own” also reminds the reader that the mother does not even own herself.
A literal reading of the lines, “He is not hers” and a reference to the child’s
“Father” several lines down allude to the possibility that this child was in fact
fathered by the white master who is tearing him from his mother. While it is
possible to read this passage without inferring
the reader could certainly
imagine that connection. By creating the story in this way,
Harper
alludes to the reality of female slave life: ultimate powerlessness over family or
her own body.
Following the two stanzas that openly confront the unspoken injustices of
slavery, Harper again resorts to gushing sentimentality about a mother’s feel
ings for her
Like any good mother/child relationship, “Their lives a
streamlet blent in one — / Oh, Father! Must they part?” Finally, in character
istic fashion, Harper ends the poem with the emphasis on motherhood, not on
the horrors of slavery. Her last lines read:
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No marvel, then, these bitter shrieks
Disturb the listening air:
She is a mother, and her heart
Is breaking with despair
Lucretia Davidson (1808-1825), in “Auction Extraordinary,” demonstrates
the ways in which white women use slave imagery to describe their bondage as
women within a patriarchal society:

The auctioneer then in his labor began,
And called out aloud, as he held up a man,
“How much for a bachelor? Who wants to buy?”
In a twink, every maiden responded, “I-L”
In short, at a highly extravagant price,
The bachelors all were
off in a
And forty old maidens, some younger, some older,
Each lugged an old bachelor home on her shoulder
(Walker 43)

Davidsons auction poem challenges the hierarchy of power between men and
women when women overturn the notion that they must wait for men to pro
pose to them. Here, women buy men for husbands. Frances Osgood also uses
images of slavery in “The Fetter Neath the Flowers:”

Vain resolve! The tie that bound her
Harden’d neath her struggling will;
Fast its blossoms fell around her,
But the fetter linger’d still

(Walker 43)
Nineteenth-century readers were, as these examples illustrate, familiar with the
use of the language of slavery in contexts other than poetic discussions or con
frontations of slavery itself. Harper, however, in poems such as “The Slave
Mother” sought to illustrate the destructive power of the institution of slavery
on the women slaves themselves.
Given the tone and content of “The Slave Mother” and Harper’s numerous
other poems of motherhood, it is important to note the historical connections
between the poet’s and the mother’s roles. Prior to the late nineteenth centu
ry, when the place of the female poetess was more widely accepted, poetry was
seen as a distinctly male medium. Choosing to work in that medium as Harp
did was in itself an act of subversion. The Puritan poet Anne Bradstreet,
who represents the poetic history inherited by nineteenth-century women writ
ers, expresses her
at gendered restrictions on access to the form:
I
obnoxious to each carping tongue
Who says my hand a needle better fits,
A Poets pen all scorn I should thus wrong,
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For such despite they cast on female wits:
If what I do prove well, it won’t advance,
They’l say it’s stol’n, or else it was by chance
(Walker 6)

Starting with Bradstreet, women writers borrowed from their male peers the
image of the poem as “child,” suggesting that their actual ability to bear chil
dren made it thinkable that they might write literary offspring into being with
some authority as well. Bradstreet relies on her poetry and her children to live
on together after her death: “Thus gone, amongst you I may live, / And dead,
yet speak, and
give” (Walker 11).
By equating the role of mother, a role which involves teaching or “counsel,”
to that of the poet, women writers thus defend their poetic authorship. Harp
er worked in a context where the role of the poet was also equated with that of
a prophet or priest: as Whitman wrote in “Song of the Answerer,” “The maker
of poems settles justice, reality, immortality, / His insight and power encircle
things and the human race, / He is the glory and extract thus far of things and
of the human race” (Murray 199). Harper
also draw on the power of
motherhood to assume the mantle of prophet. Cheryl Walker writes of women
poets that “Ultimately . . . [they] have acted in a similar capacity to women
prophets. They have constituted themselves as “femmes sages," wise women,
midwives of a sort, whose knowledge as it is passed on to others carries a female
burden of dark and sometimes secret truths” (19). Harper too expresses “dark
and sometimes
truths,” as if pregnant with terrible images she must dis
guise as more pleasant births.
Harper believed in women’s power as shaping forces in society. Being a
poet made her a female verion of the observer and interpreter of social realitites.
Longfellow remarks that the poet’s purpose is

To uplift,
Purify, and confirm by its own gracious gift,
The world, in despite of the world’s dull endeavor
To degrade, and drag down, and oppose it forever
(Hart 138)

In a poem like “Vashti,” Harper combines prevailing white ideas of the poet
and women’s role with the African-American connections between orality and
preaching. In short, she takes on a priest-like role, subverting gender norms by
appropriating a man’s position for herself. According to Blount, “As the black
preachers tell us at the beginning of their sermons, they preach as God’s instru
ments” (585). Harper
the liberty of re-telling the Biblical story of Esther,
verse 1:13-22, in her portrayal of Queen Vashti, on the most obvious level, sub
verting the Biblical story by re-telling it from both the queen and the king’s
perspective. In the Book of Esther, the story is told from the king’s perspec
tive: “Then the king said to the wise men who knew the times — for this was
the king’s procedure toward all who
versed in law and judgment . . ..
According to the law, what is to be done to Queen Vashti, because she has not
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performed the command of King Ahasue’rus conveyed by the eunuchs?’”
(Esther 1:13-15). Vashti’s act of defiance prompts the king to make a decree to
kingdom to assert the submission of women to men. The Biblical story
ends: “So when the decree made by the king is proclaimed throughout all his
kingdom, cast as it is, all women will give honor to their husbands, high and
low” (Esther 1:20).
Harper, in her telling of the story, begins with the following:
leaned her head upon her hand
And heard the king’s decree—
“My lords are feasting in my halls,
Bid Vashti come to me

(Foster 181).
Harper then switches to the king’s perspective, which describes the queen as his
most beautiful possession:

“I’ve shown the treasures of my house,
My costly jewels are rare,
But with the glory of her eyes
No rubies can compare.
“Adorn’d and crown’d I’d have her come,
With all her queenly grace,
And, mid my lords and mighty men,
Unveil her lovely face.
“Each gem that sparkles in my crown,
Or glitters on my throne,
Grows poor and pale when she appears,
My beautiful, my own!”

(Foster 182)
Vashti’s perspective, as Harper writes, is of utter defiance against the wish
es of her husband.
“would rather die” than be displayed as
of the king’s
possessions. Although this results in Vashti giving up the crown, she meets her
fate with strength. Harper writes:
heard again the king’s command,
And left her high estate,
Strong in her earnest womanhood,
calmly met her fate,
And left the palace of the King,
Proud of her spotless name —
A woman who could bend in grief,
But would not bow in shame

(Foster 183)
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“Vashti” furthers Harper’s subversive poetic agenda. The story of Vashti
represents a challenge to Ephesians 5:22-24, “Wives, be subject to your hus
bands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the
as Christ is head
of the church, His body, and is Himself its savior. As the church is subject to
Christ, so let wives also be subject in everything to their husbands.” Harper
presents the woman’s perspective, challenging gender norms. By using dia
logue, Harper makes these voices real, while the ballad form translates the Bib
lical story to what was familiar to nineteenth-century audiences. In retelling
the story of Vashti, Harper borrows a strategy from the black folk tradition
which used scripture as a mask for spreading anti-slavery messages. Consider,
for instance, the slave parody of the Lord’s Prayer:
Our Fader, who art in heaven,
White man owe me ‘leven,
me seven,
Thy kingdom come, thy will be
And ef I hadn’t tuck that, I wouldn’t git none

(Wagner 35)
Or this retelling of Moses’s story: “But when Moses wif
powah / Comes an’
sets us chillun free, / We will praise de gracious Mastah / Dat has gin us liber
ty” (Blount 589). The
goes on, however, “But fu feah some
mis
/ I will
right hyeah to say, / Date I’m still a-preaching’ ancient
/ I ain’t talking’ 'bout to-day.” In both cases, a subversive reinterpretation is
mitigated by deferential posturing. Harper borrows these techniques of scrip
tural revision, and preacherly resistance to oppression, mixed with an avoidance
of direct confrontation with white
when she treats the story of Vashti.
It is clear that
Harper devoted her
’s work to the causes of both
her gender and her race. By the 1890’s, through the leadership of W.E.B.
DuBois, conceptions of black leadership were being solidified that excluded
women. The creation of the American Negro Academy, founded as the lead
ing intellectual organization for the black community, was open only to “men of
African descent” (Moss 51). Perhaps because of her exclusion from circles of
black leadership, Harper found community among groups of white and black
women. Throughout her poetry, she shows a commitment to putting women’s
lives
Although she often adhered to the standards set for women by the
“Cult of True Womanhood,” Harper also created female heroines who were
intelligent and powerful. With the publication of Sketches of Southern Life in
1872, Harper includes heroic pictures of black slave women. “Aunt Chloe,” in
particular, represents Harper’s innovative treatment of the women of her race.
Myron Simon argues that American poetry has developed from two differ
ent sources: formal modes of expression, remote from the vernacular of the
black culture, and modes of expression faithful to the vernacular tradition of the
black community, beginning with spirituals, blues, protest songs, and work
songs (114). In
analysis of Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Simon asserts, “one of
the reasons for Dunbar’s great importance in the history of black poetry is that
in his
two channels through which black poetry emerged in America —
the literary and the oral traditions — begin to come together: they inhabit the
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same mind, are bound between the same covers” (Martin 115). Many have seen
Harper’s poetry solely in the context of the first source of black expression, the
formal mode. While it is true that much of Harper’s poetry, in adherence to
formal poetic nineteenth-century tradition does make use of "elevated” lan
guage and traditional poetics, Harper enacts a significant rhetorical shift
toward the vernacular in her “Aunt Chloe” poems.
“Aunt Chloe” follows the hybridization of Harper’s earlier work, blending
adherence to formal standards with the Plantation Tradition, which derives
from the black folk tradition later embraced by Dunbar. Dunbar is true to the
vernacular in poems such as “A Plantation Melody”:

O brothah, w’ de tempes’ beat,
An w’en yo’ weary head an feet
Can’t fin no place to res’,
Jes’ "membah dat de Mastah’s nigh,
An putty soon you’ll hyeah de cry,
“Lay low in de wildaness”

(Martin 103)
Harper, while not realizing this tradition to the same extent, does capture the
rhythm of black vernacular in the voice of Aunt Chloe and her cousin Milly:
And I says to cousin Milly,
“There must be some mistake;
Where’s Mistus?” “In the great house crying —
Crying like her heart would break.

“And the lawyer’s there with Mistus;
Says he’s come to "ministrate,
"Cause when master died he just left
Heap of debt on the estate.

(Foster 196-97)

By putting what J. Saunders Redding calls, “a fine racy, colloquial twang” (To
Make A Poet Black 42) in the mouths of her African-American characters,
Harper creates a more familiar picture of their lives. As an educated free
woman, Harper would have been aware of the dichotomy between folk poetry
and written poetry. “Aunt Chloe” offers another example of Harper’s “double
sided code of necessity” when it seeks to portray the realities of slave life by
retaining elements of black folk and oral traditions while at the same time con
tinuing to appeal to her
white, middle class
Jean Wagner
explains the distinction between two opposing poetic forms Harper incorpo
rates in “Aunt Chloe”:
The popular [folk] poetry, considered as a whole, thus offers us a much
more subtle and realistic picture of the world of oppression than one
could possibly find in the written poetry of the same period. The lat-
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ter took shape in part on the fringes of the people’s existence, whereas
folk poetry was the very emanation of this existence. The cleavage
between these two forms of expression, which was maintained through
out the nineteenth century, also reflects a divergence in their social ori
for by definition folk poetry expresses the feelings of the masses,
while written poetry gives outer shape to the aspirations of the middle
class or bourgeoisie.
(36)

Like “The Slave Mother,” “Chloe” again mingles the popular theme of
motherhood and children with the context of slavery. Not only are Chloe’s
children being sold, but this tragedy has
happened to Milly: “Oh!
Chloe, I knows how you feel, / 'Cause I’se been through it all; / I thought my
poor old heart would break / When my master sold my Saul” (Foster 197). The
vernacular rhythm is offset by the traditional ballad form, and Harper’s charac
teristic sentimentality pervades the poem, particularly in the voices of Chloe’s
children: “And I heard poor Jakey saying, / 'Oh, mammy, don’t you cry!’ / And
I felt my children kiss me / And bid me, both, good-bye (Foster 197). The
prominence of Christianity in African-American folk poetry as well as in the
poetry of white women authors adhering to the “true womanhood” dictum of
piety come together in Aunt Chloe’s story, creating another meeting point for
the convergence of these two distinct elements of Harper’s “double conscious
ness.” The theme of salvation in particular mediates between the vernacular
and the formal modes of representation and between the white and black race.
Under Uncle Jacob’s guidance [“In heaven he’s now a saint” (Foster 197)],
Chloe learns of the Saviour and is filled with a new sense of
Then he said to me, “Poor Chloe,
The way is open wide:”
And he told me of the Saviour,
And the fountain in His side.
Then he says, “Just take your burden
the blessed Master’s feet;
I takes all my troubles, Chloe,
Right unto the mercy-seat.”

His words waked up my courage,
And I began to pray,
And I felt my heavy burden
Rolling like a stone away
(Foster 197)
Chloe, a good, Christian woman, finds solace in her Saviour. The poem
offers a reader-friendly narrative with a “happy” ending: “Chloe, trust and
never fear; / You’ll get justice in the kingdom, / If you do not get it here” (Fos
ter 197). Chloe’s resignation to finding justice in heaven rather than on earth
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implies a message of non confrontation toward the society responsible for
earthly injustice. Harper avoids blame or confrontation and instead appeals to
her white audience for understanding.
At the same time, the representation of the mother figure in “The Slave
Mother and Aunt Chloe reflects what historian Jaqueline Jones calls the
“subversive nature of Black womens roles within their families” (Bloom 114).
Farrah Griffin pursues that idea:

Harper sees Black women, though denied political enfranchisement, as
the bearers of values, stability and strength in their home lives. By
doing this they subvert the intentions of white patriarchal society to
keep Blacks in subordinate positions and strip them of all sense of
power.
(46)

Harper wrote in “Colored Women of the South,” published in the January 1878
edition of Englishwomans Review:

They do a double duty, a man’s share in the field and a woman’s part at
home, when the men lose their work through political affiliations, the
women stand by them and say “stand by your principles,” by organized
effort, colored women have been able to help
other in sickness and
provide respectable funerals for the dead.
(Bloom 115)
The hybridity of poetry allowed Harper to meet her two central literary
goals: to educate a
audience and to subvert hegemonic, predominantly
white, views in order to create social change. Poetry, as a widely read medium
in the late nineteenth century (Hart 138) was accessible to the masses yet
at the same time be used to portray subversive messages. Harper, by using pre
dominantly white, popular literary forms such as the ballad and the sonnet, was
able to mask the often
statements hidden within such forms while at
the same time exercising freedom of expression. Poetry, unlike prose, accom
modates such expressions of “double
” from a people who “were
forced by circumstances to divide their efforts and loyalties” (Sherman xxxii).
Because of its close connections to orality and song, poetry allowed Harper to
incorporate elements of African-American “
” culture into a high culture
artistic form.
The accessible, songlike form of the ballad often appeared in periodicals
such as the growing number of women’s magazines. “The Dying Bondman”
appeared in an 1884 edition of Lady's Godeys Book, a popular nineteenth-centu
ry magazine for white women (Redding, “Negro Writing in America” 41). It
was perhaps because of its pleasant rhythm, sentimentality, religious overtone,
and attention to the popular theme of death, rather than its underlying mes
sage, that this poem appeared in Godeys. The poem begins:

Life was trembling, faintly trembling
On the bondman’s latest breath,
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And he felt the chilling pressure
Of the cold, hard hand of Death.

(Foster 348)

The rhythmic, story-like narrative attracts the reader. The sentimental tone
and use of repetition in the words “trembling, faintly trembling” and the use of
alliteration in the “cold, hard hand of Death” emphasize the emotion of the
scene. The following stanza, while in the same, fictionalized, narrative tone,
points to a different kind of man:
He had been an Afric chieftain,
Worn his manhood as a crown;
But upon the field of battle
Had been fiercely stricken down.

The allusion to. the past, glorified life of the bondman as an African chieftain
serves as contrast to the next lines, which reference his brutal enslavement
while using a gentle, melodious style. The lack of aggression in style does not
mitigate the poem’s message, however. Harper clearly asserts her commitment
to abolitionism by illustrating the evils of slavery in this dramatic account:
He had longed to gain his freedom,
Waited, watched and hoped in vain,
Till his life was slowly ebbing —
Almost broken was his chain.
The following stanzas represent an interesting rhetorical move, for Harper
essentially inverts the blame for slavery. Instead of holding the master account
able for the bondmans enslavement, Harper reveals the inward emotional con
sequences of slavery. The bondman is ashamed of himself in his enslaved con
dition; however,
of shame is evidenced in the master responsible for
enslaving another:

“Master,”
the dying bondman,
“Home and friends I soon shall see;
But before I reach my country,
Master write that I
free;
“For the spirits of my fathers
Would shrink back from me in pride,
If I told them at our greeting
I a slave had lived and died;—
“Give to me the precious token,
That my kindred dead may see—
Master! write it, write it quickly!
Master! write that I
free!”
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At his earnest plea the master
Wrote for him the glad release,
O’ his wan and wasted features
Flitted one
smile of peace.
Eagerly he grasped the writing;
“I am free!” at last he said.
Backward fell upon the pillow,
He was free among the dead.

(Foster 348-49)

Her apparent resistance to blaming the master, however, masks other, more
subversive moves. For example, because she does not name either the slave or
the master, Harper sets up a
dichotomy between the two. The bondman,
without name, is defined by his job, defined by
service to his master. The
master, likewise without birth name, is defined by
position of power over
another human life.
While the master has the power to "write” the bondmans freedom, it is
clear that the bondman’s concern is with "the spirits of [his] fathers.” Despite
his bondage, the bondman’s allegiance is to his own ancestors and heritage.
This reference asserts the slave’s persistent humanity and sense of self. The
master took away his freedom; he did not take away his sense of identity with
his "kindred dead.” By emphasizing the importance of writing in the bond
man’s pleas, "Master! write it, write it quickly! / Master! write that I am free!”
Harper draws another distinction between the literate master and the illiterate
slave. Harper believed in education to secure the future of her race: in a speech
entitled "A Factor in Human Progress,” given in 1885, Harper announces,
""Knowledge is power, the great mental lever which has lifted up man in the
scale of social and racial life.” (Foster 275). If he
the ability to write,
the bondman, or "bound-man,” could metaphorically "write” himself out of
slavery, into freedom.
"Songs for the People,” written between 1893 and 1911, is the culmination
of Frances Harper’s literary goals as well as her self-conception as a writer,
speaker and activist for her people. The first stanza of Harper’s poem begins:
Let me make songs for the people,
Songs for the old and young;
Songs to stir like a battle-cry
Wherever they are
(Foster 371)
Harper refers to her poetic work as creating songs, a medium accessible to all;
she also refers to herself as a singer who sings to heal her people:

Let me sing for little children,
Before their footsteps stray,
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Sweet anthems of love and duty,
To float o’er life’s highway.
Music to soothe all its sorrow,
Till war and crime shall cease;
And the hearts of men grown tender
Girdle the world with peace

(Foster 371)
Songs are the most accessible form of poetry. Rather than adhering to the
traditional, late nineteenth-century, white Western European view of 'art for
art’s sake,” Harper shows her commitment to an
for people’s sake” aesthet
ic followed by later black poets (Bloom 112). She also indicates the trans
mutability of
into poetry simply by putting the spoken or sung word on
paper. In light of the relationship between these mediums, it is particularly fit
ting that Harper, an African-American woman familiar with the pervasive
musical culture of her race expressed in spirituals, work songs, and the blues and
appearing later in jazz, chose poetry as her medium.
Ultimately, Frances Harper’s poetic goals can
summed up in her May
1866 speech to the Eleventh Woman’s Rights Convention entitled "We Are All
Bound up Together:”
We are all bound up together in one great bundle of humanity, and
society cannot trample on the weakest and feeblest of its members
without
the curse in its own soul.
(Foster

a poet who wrote "songs for the people,” Harper sought wide dissemi
nation of her message of societal transformation. Through the strategic use of
structural, rhetorical, and thematic masking techniques, Harper was able to
effectively portray her messages to both white and black audiences. Harper’s
greatest feat is perhaps in the creation of a widely accessible body of AfricanAmerican poetry, enabling her to become the "leading colored poet” (Foster 5)
of the nineteenth century. In addition, Harper should be credited for her sig
nificant contributions to African-American poetry, particularly in her incorpo
ration of black folk elements into traditional white poetic form. "The Slave
Mother,” "Vashti,” "Aunt Chloe,” and "The Dying Bondman” are only three of
many examples of Harper’s innovative blending of the traditional with the sub
versive. In her unceasing commitment to populist art, in her faithfulness to the
artistic traditions of her race, and in her ability to achieve accessibility for white
audiences, Frances Harper is truly a pioneer.

Notes
1. For a complete compilation of the poetry, prose, and speeches of Frances
Harper, see Foster; A Brighter Coming Day; also see Graham, ed. The foreword
by Henry Louis Gates, Jr., "In Her Own Right”, is especially valuable. Bio-
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graphical and literary information for this essay was also derived from the fol
lowing sources: Daniel, Bloom, Griffith, Gates, Miller and Katopes.
2. For gendered analyses of the role of the writer/poet in American history, see
Baym. Also, for the concept of nineteenth-century female "anxiety of author
ship” see Gilbert andGubar. On women s literacy and gendered conceptions of
reading and writing, see Hobbs. For a specific analysis of African American
women writers, see Carby.
3. Benston offers insight into the performative aspects of African American
literacy and culture.
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“The object a is an object that can be perceived
only by a gaze ‘distorted’ by desire, an object that
does not exist for an objective’ gaze.”
—Slavoj Žižek, Looking Awry: An Intro
duction to Jacques Lacan through Popular
Culture
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tion (MIT, forthcom
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In the summer of 2000, about a year after NATO
ended its bombing of Belgrade and the surrounding
countryside, I found myself, a scholar of eighteenth
century British literature, on one of the few
still flying into Yugoslavia. Having lived with an
(anti-Milosevic) Serb for the past several years, I
knew enough about Eastern Europe to distinguish
between “Slovenia” and “Slovakia”; having co-taught
a course on nationalism and multiculturalism, I knew
much of the literature by Balkanists pertaining to
ethnic
And having met a significant num
ber of intellectuals associated with prodemocratic
forces in Serbia, I knew enough about the citizens
attacked by NATO to question the wisdom of these
bombings. But in preparation for my trip, my first to
Eastern Europe, I searched for writing I hoped
help me understand the region apart from this high
ly overdetermined political context. There wasn’t
much.
books on Eastern Europe generally
excluded the countries that made up Yugoslavia and
especially Serbia, since the United States had
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imposed a travel warning at the outbreak of the Bosnian war. Moreover, very
little had been translated apart from
which dealt with the issues most
central to American foreign policy,
Slavenka Drakulić’s S., a novel about
Serb rape camps. Even the “classic” reading — Yugoslav-produced partisan
novels such as The Poem, travel narratives by Edith Durham and
West,
Olivia Manning’s The Balkan Trilogy — told stories about young men and
women (mostly men) sacrificing their desires for the greater
These
antifascist partisan heroes
difficult to reconcile with the Serb soldiers of
recent stories who, before raping a woman, carved crosses or Cyrillic letters on
her chest, forehead, and back. And neither bore much resemblance to the Serbs
I had met. So, suspicious of such motivated representations and determined to
see for myself what had happened, I climbed on the plane in Boston with no
book in my bag at all.
My political motivation was reinforced by a personal desire. People kept
telling me that in Eastern Europe I would be forced to confront my own
“American-ness,” a confrontation I both expected and desired. In these few
weeks, I hoped to be changed. That didn’t
happen, though — at least
not in the
I had foreseen. Certainly I experienced moments of estrange
ment. For the most part, however, I was seduced. As I look back through the
photographs of myself in other peoples’ homes, wearing dresses and shoes that
looked decidedly out of place, surrounded by men and women who wanted
to
them and to return home with reports that Serbs
’t killers but hon
est, hardworking people like us, I see myself glowing in the position assigned to
me, the role of the American brave enough not to hate the Serbs, maybe even
romanticizing myself as a cultural ambassador to the war-torn East. Dubravka
Ugrešić, an antinationalist writer from Croatia, writes beautifully, and some
what bitterly, about the transitory and ultimately one-sided nature of such cul
tural encounters: “Eastern Europe was a different world from the West”:

And that is why the Westerner loved her. He loved her modest beauty,
her poverty, her melancholy and her suffering, her . . . otherness. He
also
his own fear, the quickening of
pulse when he travelled
there, he was excited by that entry into the empire of shadows and reas
sured by the reliable exit-light: passport, embassy, credit card. ... It
was freedom from reciprocity. Eastern Europe was his secret, a mistress
content with little. At home he had a faithful wife, order, and work.
Like every mistress, Eastern Europe only strengthened his marriage.
(240-41)
Once out of Eastern Europe, having indulged in the defamiliarization it
offered, I too fell quickly back into my usual routine. My lectures were simply
strengthened by a better sense of detail.
A more subtle and lasting alteration, I now realize, derived less from facing
cultural difference than from witnessing a different culture in the process of
change, watching it transform itself, not knowing what the outcome would be.
Politically, of course, things now seem to have resolved themselves, at least
judging from a distance. Anti-Milosevic groups, marching on Parliament, c-
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ceeded in forcing democratic elections. Kosovo, hitherto under UN protection,
held its own elections last month. Milosevic is on trial in The Hague. My per
sonal life is also less dramatic, my Serb colleague and one-time partner having
on, taking with him, alas, most of our books on Eastern Europe. Dur
ing the summer of 2000, however, the lines between the personal and political
as the people around me — individuals with real and sometimes
painful pasts — tried to shape a future whose contours
unpredictable. By
virtue of mere proximity I was able to see democracy in its birth throes and was
forced to confront democracy’s contradictions in a way other than purely theo
retical. I don’t mean to evoke with that phrase "other than purely theoretical”
some radical distinction between "theory” and "experience” which gives priori
ty to the latter. Quite the contrary. I mean to evoke what it felt like to
in a
literally liminal state — "state” in the geopolitical sense of that term — with a
passport, admittedly, but with no embassy and no credit cards and, as it turned
out, at times no English-speaking company except, eventually, Slavoj Žižek’s
Looking Awry. Although I brought no books, my then-partner did, and I
turned to Žižek after tiring of Yugoslav television, whose only English chan
nel was about sports. While Žižek’s 1992 text is subtitled "An Introduction to
Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture,” its
is to explore the "impasse” of
democracy, the ways in which the universal equalization promised by democra
tic law is based upon the exclusion of the right to enjoy, on the suppression of
individual fantasy. It was a Slovene’s doubt, then, and perhaps even
desire,
that helped frame the questions I asked on this trip to what remained of
Yugoslavia in the midst of its historical trauma.

1.

Zrenjanin, and Novi

Things began cheerfully enough. My ex-partner and I — I’ call him "Dra
” — were met at the airport by the editor of The Belgrade Circle, a manically productive politico whose nickname is "Buddy” and who responds to one’s
every other suggestion with an enthusiastic "Genius!” (The Belgrade Circle is a
journal and loosely-organized group of writers who would probably describe
themselves as "pro-Western,” in the sense that they supported democratic laws
and intellectual exchange.) Buddy insisted that, before unpacking, we go on
what he called the first leg of "The War Tour.” We drove past what I thought
was the bombed-out former Communist Party building, though I later saw a
picture of the same structure on an anti-NATO postcard, where it was
described as a "Business Center.” In the vicinity of the embassies, many of
which were closed, we passed a long fence papered with dozens of Otpor
posters, row after row of raised fists. ("Otpor," the name of the anti-Milosevic
group later given credit for closing down the Serbian Parliament, means "Resis
tance.”) Buddy asked us not to take pictures for fear of being either stopped or
shot as we drove past the heavily-guarded house of then-President Slobodan
Milosvic on either side of whose gate stood two armed boys. A black car came
out as
passed and
of the boys appeared to make a joke. We moved
quickly past the house of Arkan’s widow which, because it was exposed to the
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street, was surrounded by at least fifteen members of
Tiger Guard, all look
ing anxiously, or maybe menacingly, at the passing cars, all holding their fingers
inches from their guns. (“Don’t stare at them!” Buddy warned.) During this
drive I felt a minor dissociation reminiscent of jet lag. Seeing the war from
Buddy’s 75 Buick was a bit like watching the first dress rehearsal of a play. The
actors
but had not yet mastered their parts. “They’re all boys,” I
kept thinking, “and I like their berets.”
That evening we
at what was once a
gathering place for pro
gressive intellectuals but had recently been taken over by nationalist writers.
When we started dinner, about 10:00 pm, there were nine at the table (four
Americans, five Yugoslavs), eight of us smoking cigarettes, and the restaurant
was almost empty. The architecture, the lights, the service, and the wine con
tributed to the feeling that we were in the middle of the world, that nothing
bad could happen here, even though much of the evening was taken up by sto
ries of the present company’s survival of the NATO bombing. One woman, a
law student, had made her way through the falling bombs to a dance club,
determined, she said, “not to cower.” Others had visited friends in the country.
I was in love with everyone, even the gothic-looking female philosopher to my
left who spoke only to the men all evening. This, I thought, was the “real”
Yugoslavia and these the “real” Serbs in relation to which the boys in berets
a backdrop. Or these were the Serbs of the partisan novels, at least
of
the present company having been beaten up by strangers thought to be mem
bers of the Milosevic posse. At the very least, this group embodied the spirit
of Yugoslavia when it still could be considered “Yugoslavia,” during the Tito
years when Zagreb was a center of music and art, Ljubljana home to new intel
lectual movements, and Belgrade a meeting place for leftist and progressive
intellectuals from Europe and the non-aligned nations. Or so I had been told.
Though by the time we left, the restaurant had filled with men in business suits
who looked at us disapprovingly and even threateningly, I was too preoccupied
and tired to care.
The next day we spent the morning in downtown
taking pictures
of ourselves in front of the now-destroyed American cultural center, “NATO
Killers” painted in black on the walls, then met Buddy at The Belgrade Circle
offices. In fear that the repressive Law on Terrorism was going to be passed and
their computers confiscated, Buddy and his staff
emptying the rooms.
Later, we hired a taxi to take us to Zrenjanin, in the Vojvodina region of Ser
and the home of Dragan’s parents. I was nervous about getting in the taxi
and, somewhat foolishly, asked the man Dragan hired if he had a good driving
He said he used to teach in a driving school. About twenty miles north
of
we came across a cross-sectioned automobile,
of those tiny
Yugoslav cars, with a man tumbling out the driver’s side, obviously unconscious,
decidedly bloody, probably dead. Two men were trying to pull him out of the
wreck and off the road before the car was hit again. I asked “Shouldn’t we try
to do something?” and our driver reached for his cell phone which proved to be
out of calling
As
drove through glass and past the other spectators
— maybe ten vehicles — I saw that everybody had a cell phone, even the farm
ers. Dragan noted the “peasants” looked
drug dealers, and laughed a little.
Once
reached a store our driver called the police, just in case.
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In Zrenjanin, the memory of the incident was crowded out by people hop
ing to make us feel welcome. Even the neighbors stood or
in front of the
apartment building to greet us. Dragans son, who was born in the United
States but spoke a broken Serbian, had been in Yugoslavia for the past few
weeks and hugged us like only a Yugoslav does, long and close. I gave the
women my gifts — mostly cosmetics and creams they could no longer get —
and admired the crochet pieces on the table and chairs. Dragan’s mother
brought out a book on Tito where she kept her crochet patterns and
them to me. The following morning, she gave
two pieces, both of which
she had made, and I began to meet cousins and nephews. The nephews and
one of their friends, who spoke a little English, took me to a peskara, a kind of
beach, and taught me how to order the “good” beer, the beer with the deer on
the label, at the little café (“Bambi pivo,” they told me to say.) They joked that
somebody had once found a dead horse in the water. When the café owner
found out I was American, she switched the radio station to rock ’roll and
insisted on fixing
a special treat, burak or fried dough filled with two
cheeses, neither of which I recognized, though very much enjoyed. Within
hours, I had a headache, was forced to bed, and woke up as as I’ ever been.
That’s why I picked up Žižek rather than touring the monasteries and bomb
sites in Novi Sad, as
had planned. I couldn’t go out — indeed, was doubled
over at the thought of riding in a car — and reached for something familiar, in
part to settle my stomach and in part to settle my nerves because whatever sec
ond
I flew into Belgrade with had, within hours, fallen away. The crack
ers tasted metallic. The bedroom furniture seemed garish, like the set of old
porno film. The bath water looked dirty, though Dragan said it was simply
ored by iron. Maybe I had been poisoned. The musicians on the variety show
sported sinister mustaches. I could imagine them in the Tiger Guard’s beret.
And I couldn’t shake the image of the dead or dying man lying halfway out his
car, dripping on the road.
Very
in Looking Awry, Žižek attempts to illustrate the Lacanian con
cept of the real by analyzing The Unpleasant Profession ofJonathan Hoag, a novel
Robert Heinlein. He quotes at length a scene in which two of the charac
ters, Cynthia and Randall, have been told by Hoag that he has discovered some
“minor defects” in the universe and they are to drive back home without open
ing the window of their car. They see a child run over
although they
remain calm and drive on, they lower the window of their car a little to tell a
policeman about the accident. When they do, they see “no sunlight, no cops,
no kid—nothing. Nothing but a grey and formless mist, pulsing slowly as with
inchoate life” (14). For Žižek, this passage illustrates the Lacanian real, “the
presymbolic substance in its abhorrent reality.” (15)
Having just seen a dead or dying man on the road, Žižek’s example struck
me, in my present mood, as uncanny but still more unsettling was
sion of “the place from which this real erupts: the very borderline separating the
outside from the inside, materialized in this case by the windowpane” (15).
From within the
and behind its closed windows, he continues, “the external
objects are, so to speak, transposed into another mode. They appear to
fun
damentally 'unreal,’ as if their reality has been suspended, put into parentheses
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— in short, they appear as a kind of cinematic reality projected onto the screen
of the windowpane” (15). This addressed my sensation, when I was on the
“War Tour” in
of feeling untouchable and the outside, unreal. But the
windowpane is only a metaphor for the
fantasy works. This barrier
between real/reality is in fact the product of a retroactive projection, a fantasy
of social reality “that
at
moment be torn aside by an intrusion of the
real” (17). The dead or dying body on the road to Zrenjanin
have herald
ed this trauma for me, but I didn’t experience it as trauma until my illness,
where it reappeared as part of a paranoid structure (“Maybe I had been poi
soned.”)
And if I, having been in Yugoslavia for only three days, could experience so
viscerally this minor breakdown, what must the Yugoslavs be feeling? Back
home, I had talked to students about ideology, the symbolic order, and attempts
to construct new national identities during
of political leadership.
Now I remembered that Ugrešić writes in The Culture ofLies about growing up
under Titoism, ideology of brotherhood and unity, surrounded by
and
friends, then finding herself in a bomb shelter in the autumn of 1991, feeling
“like an extra in a war film.” She offers the story of her neighbor, a senile
eighty-year-old, asking her daughter “what’s on television tonight?” The
daughter replied, “ A war has started, mother.’ Absurd, the film has started,’
said the old woman, settling herself comfortably in her chair” (4). Ugrešić
doesn’t comment on this passage, and I tended to skip over it, but now I
thought I understood something more about the relationship between trauma
and ordinary life. According to Žižek, “to maintain this barrier separating the
real from reality is the very condition of a minimum of normalcy’” (xx). From
this perspective, although Žižek isn’t explicit here, when the symbolic order
changes so violently and so rapidly, most people fall into a kind of disassocia
tion which, to those outside of the trauma, looks
denial. Dragan’s parents,
for example, could be regarded as “ordinary Serbs,” spending time with their
family and friends, watching television, reading, and standing in line for milk.
Like many of their generation, they had been young communist freedom fight
ers imprisoned in Fascist labor camps when they were fourteen. Having
worked hard under Titoism, they rose in the party, and now supported Milose
vic. When I asked Dragan’s father what he thought of Milosevic, he replied
“He’s no Tito.” We didn’t discuss “Serb atrocities,” Dragan and his father hav
ing had violent political arguments in years past. I still don’t know what they
knew. We celebrated Dragan’s mother’s birthday at the vikanica, the tiny house
and garden by which they kept themselves fed a few miles out of Zrenjanin. So
these people heroes or killers? Dragan’s mother showed me a picture book
of Croatia and the former Yugoslavia, where they used to have an apartment.
Did this indicate the desire for some “Greater Serbia”? Or was she simply sad
I wasn’t able to see the country that they helped to create and that was now
destroyed? Should we blame persons in their condition for trying to live a “nor
mal” life? The alternatives, as Žižek points out, are either psychosis or paranoia.
After all, the paranoid will try to avoid the madness that comes from acknowl
edging the breakdown of the symbolic universe by positing “an Other of the
Other,” some hidden force actually pulling the strings — as in conspiracy the
ories, as in right-wing fears of a “New World Order,” as in, I now realize,
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George Bush’s posse hunt for Osama Bin Laden.
And what was I in relation to their trauma and the dead bodies uncannilymade present for me by the dead or dying man on the road? The German author
Peter Handke was widely despised throughout Western Europe for writing a
book about “ordinary people”
Serbia during the recent conflicts. Within
hours of the NATO bombings, however, Jasmina Tesanovic, a writer in Bel
grade, began via e-mail distribute her account of survival during the bomb
ings and, once published the year 2000, The Diary of a Political Idiot: Normal
Life in Belgrade was hailed as a “thoughtful and courageous book.” Did Handke’s self-described apolitical attention to people
the Serbian countryside
really signify some neo-fascist sympathies? Did Tesanovic’s representation of
Serbian “indifference” constitute a protest against NATO’s intervention, or a
justification of Clinton’s “humanitarian” war? And did my own disgust at the
NATO bombings place me on the political left or right? I couldn’t tell anymore.
One of the television stations kept replaying an old documentary about the
United States having been charged with war crimes — crimes in Cuba, crimes
in Vietnam, crimes that were never answered.
The following day, we finally went on our excursion to Novi Sad, first vis
iting a Turkish fort. Pointing to some dilapidated cannons from God knows
what war, Dragan joked, “These must be the guns we used to fight NATO.” His
nephew, a little shocked, replied “That’s not funny,” and meant it. Much of the
day was spent visiting the bridges brought down by American bombs. I have a
picture of myself on the remains of one of those bridges, sunbathers in the dis
tant background, me overdressed and smiling guiltily.

2. The Road to Macedonia
I was relieved be rejoined several days later with people whose political con
tours were more sharply defined. The Helsinki Institute had arranged a
posium
Macedonia intended
bring together students from Belgrade and
from Kosovo
discuss and presumably resolve their differences. Like many
NGOs, the Helsinki Institute was trying to promote a Habermasian model of
civil discourse as an alternative the seemingly endless violence. To focus on
a younger generation was at least to create the possibility of a world in which
nationalism wouldn’t necessarily engender mutual extinction. In Belgrade we
met up with Buddy, the law student, several kids from Otpor, many more whose
political associations I never quite understood, and Zenja, a pierced and tat
tooed assistant
Sonja, who had organized the mission. Together we num
bered about thirty-five. Somewhere in southern Serbia, the bus was pick up
a handful of ethnic Albanians. Others would meet us
Lake Ohrid, Mace
donia. I knew the conversation would be mostly in what most people still called
“Serbo-Croatian” so I took Žižek along. I must have read at least as far as “The
Real and Its Vicissitudes” because I put a star and the comments “
” and
“cf. Tito” next to the following passage:

Herein consists, also, the fundamental lesson of Lacan: while it is true
that any object can occupy the empty place of the Thing, it can do so
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only by means of the illusion that it was always already there, i.e., that
it was not placed there by us but found there as an “answer of the real.”
Although any object can function as the object-cause of desire — inso
far as the power of fascination it exerts is not its immediate property
but results from the place it occupies in the structure — we must, by
structural necessity, fall prey to the
that the power of fascina
tion belongs to the object as such.
(33)

Shortly thereafter, I guess I fell asleep. By the time I woke, the flat agricultur
al land of northern Serbia had given way the first hilly and then mountain
ous lands of the south.
We stopped for lunch a town whose name I cant pronounce. The twostory restaurant, the only building I saw in this town, struck me as being vague
ly Austrian, probably because of its uncharacteristic awnings against white
stucco, and the many window boxes planted with flowers. Shortly after the
waiters seated the last of our party on
the terrace, which we pretty much fully
occupied, and just when our table had
been served drinks, a bearded and blackrobed Orthodox monk appeared seem
ingly out of nowhere, selling copies of
Marko, the Book of Mark. Marianna,
the law student, tried
get rid of him,
but Dragan invited him to sit. The
monk introduced himself by his Christ
name, Petar. At first the conversa
tion was among Petar, Marianna, and
Dragan about the Orthodox Church’s
role the present bloodshed, with Petar
Buddy and Petar
assuming the line that he aspired to live
like Christ, and Christ carried a sword.
He offered us a (much debated) history lesson about the role of Orthodox
Christianity and the “original” Serbs. When he found out I was American,
however, Petar turned to me and asked,
English, “So is it true Madeline
Albright is a
” I said yes, I believed so, and the conversation turned to the
NATO bombing and whether or not it was part of a “Jewish conspiracy,” with
Petar arguing pleasantly the affirmative, the rest of the group trying to per
suade him that no such conspiracy exists and that Jews should not be demo
nized, with Dragan quoting Mark. It reminded me of conversations I had had
with some types of Christian students when I taught in Alabama, the difference
being that Petar spoke six languages and was more familiar with the rules of
civil debate, if not with the etiquette of multicultural discourse. I wondered
whether members of both groups — fundamentalist and Orthodox Christians
like Petar — would qualify as examples of Žižek’s
Petar did final
ly admit, however, that he had never met a Jew, and promised that were he to
encounter one, he’d keep an open mind.
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My mention of race relations in the American South where I am from (if
Kentucky is regarded as “South”) prompted a completely unexpected result.
Petar, we discovered, had read Gone With Wind at least seven times, the book
having been given to him by his blessed, now-dead mother. He
quote
entire passages at length, and did, sometimes offering opinions on the main
characters but primarily on Scarlett O’Hara whom he pronounced as “a bad
copy of her mother, who was a saint.” His investment in the novel first struck
me as
but the longer he went on the more I saw it as symptomatic.
What better novel than Gone With the Wind portray the loss of a nation, even
the loss of a race, to the forces of history? What better novel exemplify the
nobility presumably inherent in fighting for a lost cause? Did Petar imagine
himself as some Balkan version of Ashley Wilkes? Certainly he was a romantic
and an intellectual. The folk poetry of
draws an explicit relationship
between the mother and the land, an equation replicated in contemporary
nationalist rhetoric. Nationalist politicians speak of defending “Mother Ser
bia,” which is to posit it as a found object, as an originary object, as a bounded
and empirical geographical space, even though both the fact and the nature of
this space is precisely what is being contested. “Mother Serbia,” like Scarlett’s
Tara, was the object-cause of Petar’s desire. If his animus against Scarlett took
a peculiarly misogynist turn, that too was attributable
the illusory nature of
the structure he passionately tried to maintain. Scarlett,
his words, was a
“bad copy” of her mother, a degraded replica. As someone who
defend
herself, as someone who fought
what she thought be hers, Scarlett could
never serve to ground his object of desire. Only Ellen, and maybe Melanie,
could.
In the midst of his tirade against Scarlett, while making the claim that she
only married her first husband because he was kin to Melanie, Petar fumbled
over the husband’s name, admitting that he couldn’t remember it. Somewhat
angrily, Zenja shouted from the
table, “Charles!” When everybody
laughed, I realized that much of the terrace had been listening our conversa
tion, and that the great majority of them had also read Gone With the Wind.
Zenja, however, had a more Marxist interpretation of the novel, seeing it as a
commentary on early capitalist relations. Buddy suggested to Sonja that the
Helsinki Institute sponsor a forum on Mitchell’s novel. Petar allowed us to take
his picture, though
replaced his hat and moved his Coke from out of the
frame, explaining apologetically that his superiors wouldn’t like it. Against
Zenja’s objections, he rode with us on the bus
the next village, so she orga
nized the singing of a communist song. Petar cried “No, no! Down with com
munism!” Her group replied: “Down with the Church!” It was strangely goodnatured, I think — almost giddy — a parody of political action on a bus in the
middle of nowhere.
The mood changed radically with
next stop, which was at no building
at all but simply a fork on the highway. Three ethnic Albanians climbed on the
bus, dusty from standing on the side of the road, waiting.
were now in
Southern Serbia close
the contested borders of Kosovo, not yet in Macedo
nia, and one of the men, who had very kind eyes, pointed out to me and Dra
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gan where the fighting had been taking place. In this village, the police station
had been attacked
two men killed. That farmhouse over there had belonged
his uncle but was now burned down. At the Macedonian border we were held
up for over two hours, though everyone’s papers were order. Later Sonja told
us that the Macedonian officials were suspicious about a bus carrying both Serbs
ethnic Albanians. Surely we were doing something wrong.

3. Ohrid
At Ohrid, I finished Žižek’s book, though to do so wasn’t my intention. The sym
posium organizers had originally thought the discussions would be conducted in
English which, unlike “Serbo-Croatian,” was regarded as a neutral language for
Serbs and ethnic Albanians. After Dragan did his presentation and received no
response, it became apparent, however, that
of the participants understood
English as well as I did “Serbo-Croatian” — barely, or not at all. So unless a film
was scheduled, I spent the days as a tourist in what must be one of the most beau
tiful places in the world. High in the mountains, accessible only by a terrifyingly
winding road, Lake Ohrid is the size of a small sea, with beaches, waves, and a good
number of so-called “Western” Hotels. Ours was
Hotel Metropol, featuring
saunas,
and outdoor
swimming pools, a billiards
room, basketball courts, and
— just
case one missed
the point — a large glass
case in the hotel lobby pro
tecting a headless torso in a
Western-style business suit.
Here I felt at home. Many
inhabitants
this 200room
were German
families, but a favorite spot
for K-FOR troops on leave,
it also housed some French
and English. I even heard Otpor kids in Macedonia
an American, though I did
n’t speak. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner were served on a terrace at regular times of
the day. My experience of these peace efforts,
like my experience of the war,
was mostly second-hand, and filtered through whoever saw fit to give me a report.
Evenings, however, were different, especially at first, since Buddy made an effort to
introduce to me to people I would never otherwise have met.
The Otpor kids fascinated me. None of them over the age of twenty-five,
they spoke with the passion of youth, waving their hands, like most Serbs, but
fixed by an intensity of focus which made their eyes glitter. One had been
the military and then left. One, who looked for all the world like Antonio
Gramsci, had escaped the mandatory draft with the
of his mother, who fed
the authorities when they came
him, giving her son time to climb out the
window. We talked about the “actions”
had organized and performed. The
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raised-fist emblem of Otpor (a parody of the salute Milosevic developed during his
presidential campaign) had at this point been banned in Serbia. One action
involved groups of people in different parts of the city putting on Otpor T-shirts
and walking through the streets, then donning an overshirt before the authorities
came, at which point another group in a different section would take off their over
shirts, exposing the T-shirts, and so on. Through artfully planned subversions of
the nationalist symbolic order, they
the authorities confused and frustrated.
Dragan and I were presented with some of their bilingual political materials and
one of their T-shirts. I promised to distribute their material upon my return and
did, but only to a graduate-level art class. For a while I wore my Otpor button.
I had a long conversation about Roma nationalism, the desire
create a
state without territory, with a Roma graduate student named Dan who, as a
“gypsy,” definitely regarded himself as a Serbian minority. I asked whether the
Roma really traced their roots to India, and was told that this assumption was
created by a 1974 treaty whereby,
political reasons, India accepted the Roma
as an national ethnic minority. Mostly, we talked about film, especially about
the Bosnia-born director Kusturicas Black Cat, White Cat, which was about the
Roma and featured Roma actors. In making this film, a Balkan comedy,
turica had hoped to stay away from the political
generated by his
earlier Underground. Dan had worked on the film as a kind of advisor,
had
asked Kusturica
devote some of its proceeds to a fund for Roma students.
He refused. Dan really didn’t hang out with the Otpor people, although he was
and him to contact
hav
hetful, and
this
andhim my card
he mother,
committed.
Iand
gave
encouraged
felt
andwhere
me should
continue his study in the United States.
On my second night at the Hotel Metropol, Buddy seated me next to an
eighteen-year-old who, I believe, called himself “Tim,” although I may have mis
heard. Tim, an ethnic Albanian, grew up in Belgrade,
his father worked
for the government. After Milosevic came to power, however, Tim’s father start
ed having problems at work
was forced to leave, presumably because the gov
ernment discovered that Tim’s grandfather had been a Nazi. His family moved
to Pristina, in Kosovo (or Kosova, as Tim called it,)
Tim started in a new
school. Upon mutual agreement of the two headmasters, one Serb and one eth
nic Albanian,
school had two entrances, the southern one for ethnic Albani
ans, the northern one for Serbs. This was before the war in Kosovo, and at first
Tim didn’t know which entrance he should use, but his identity was somehow
decided for him by the names the Serbian boys called him. When the war broke
out,
lived in a mosque with many other families for three months, then
escaped across the border into Serbia to friends when it became clear his family
might be killed. After several months, they decided to go back to Kosova,
ing determined that the war might go on indefinitely and that they’d rather die
in a place that now
like “home.” On the way back, their bus was stopped by
Serbian police, who forced Tim
six other young men of fighting age off the
bus while his
his father, and his
brother watched. Tim saw his
family looking at him through the window as the bus drove away. About a quar
ter-mile up the road, a military jeep pulled the bus over
instructed it to go
back. Tim and three other boys, apparently chosen at random, were allowed to
rejoin their families on the bus. The others, he assumed, were shot.
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The ethnic Albanian “Tim” who, in his own words, “had already lived three
lives,” embodied most effectively the spirit of this conference, its pedagogical
purpose. Unlike most of the other kids, he ate meals with Serbs and ethnic
Albanians alike. I asked him how he ended up here. He told me he had hated
the Serbs for awhile, as had his father, who had “gone crazy” during the war.
Tim’s brother, alternatively,
“as though nothing had happened.” Rejecting
both the paranoia of his father and the neurotic normalcy of his brother, Tim
decided
make an effort for the sake of those boys, he said, who were left
“standing on the road.” That he wasn’t shot himself was simply a matter of luck.
His experience helped some of us understand the desires of many ethnic Alba
nians for an independent Kosovo, though this subject remained an ongoing
source of tension. Our party one night took over an outdoor café
Ohrid
proper, an ancient town whose tourist literature boasted of “forty churches.”
When a particular song came on the radio, the ethnic Albanian women got up
and danced, balancing a drink on their heads. Most of the Serbs smiled but
looked
Buddy clapped his hands and shouted “Genius!!” Every morning
I heard reports about what had happened the night before. A KFOR officer,
for example, had found Serbs and ethnic Albanians at 4:00 in the morning,
talking on the beach. He said, surprised, “But I just got through separating you
guys
Pristina!” and everybody laughed. Most nights were like that, people
(largely Serbs) out on the terrace until the wee hours, fighting about the World
Bank. I’d never seen pleasure and politics so closely aligned. One night I found
Dragan and Marianna
by the lake, Dragan explaining Goethe’s color the
ory while he directed Marianna’s gaze to the moon.
Pleasure and politics — this relationship, ultimately, is what Žižek’s Looking
Awry is all about. And three days into the conference I had plenty of time for analy
sis, for writing notes in my journal, and for thinking about the relationships the
Helsinki Institute was paying Dragan and the others to forge. So Žižek and I spent
significant time, together, drinking spritzers on
beach. Here’s what I learned.
According to Žižek’s Lacan, social bonds or all intersubjective relationships are
based on four discourses — the master, university, hysteric, and analyst. Needless
to say, this conference, with its professors and students, its promotion of civil debate
and mutual acknowledgment, its lectures on color theory and the moon, was struc
tured by the discourse of the university. Towards the end of his life, however, as
Žižek emphasizes in his analysis of democracy, Lacan tried to describe the outlines
of a “prehistory,” a “certain psychotic kernel” evading the social bond (132). This is
jouis-sense, a One existing outside
chain of
Other free-floating and perme
ated with enjoyment. Lacan calls this point le sinthome and argues it “functions as
ultimate support of the subject’s consistency”:
The point of “thou are that, the point marking the dimension of “what is
in the subject more than himself” and what he therefore loves “more than
himself,” the point that is nonetheless neither symptom . . .
fantasy.
(132)
It’s the fact of this “kernel of enjoyment,” in Žižek’s analysis, that exposes the
paradoxes, and perhaps the impasses, of democracy. Every one of us “dreams
his world,” or organizes his enjoyment in a particular politically- and cultural
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ly-inflected way. Dragan’s parents had memories of Tito, Petar had his Balkan
version of Gone With the Wind, and the Otpor kids their vision of a democratic
Serbia. At issue
each specific case is a radically particular and largely
unknowable object-cause of desire. Yet “the field of the universal ‘rights of
man,”’ Žižek continues, “is based upon the exclusion of certain rights” includ
ing “the right to enjoyment; as soon as we include this particular right, the very
field of universal rights is thrown off balance” (167). Formal democracy, in
other words, is from his
“fundamentally ‘antihumanistic,’ it is not
‘made the measure of (concrete, actual) men,’ but to the measure of a formal,
heartless, abstraction’” (164). From this perspective, the liberal utopia which
we all, in
act out
concrete particularity, while in public observing
and being protected by a neutral system of rules, is impossible. Žižek regards
the “recent flare of nationalism” in formerly socialist countries as a case point
(162). Nationalism, in his view, is an attempt to fill out the abstraction offered
by democracy with “concrete contents” and “all such attempts will succumb
sooner or later to the totalitarian temptation,” he writes, “however sincere their
motives may be” (164).
What could Žižek’s analysis portend for efforts like this one? I wrote my
journal that it was “encouraging”
see Serbs and ethnic Albanians entering
into conversation, even though that conversation was “sometimes tense.” Dra
told me that a guy from Kosovo admitted that if he saw the Serb to whom
he was now talking walking on his street, the Serb would be
As Žižek
argues, “What is at stake in ethnic tensions is always possession of the nation
al Thing: the ‘other’ wants
steal our enjoyment (by ruining our way of life)
and/or it has access to some secret, perverse enjoyment” (165). Maybe this is
why the Albanian dance caused even the progressive Serbs to stiffen up a little,
and maybe this is why the ethnic Albanian women felt compelled
perform
it. Moreover, within the Serb contingent were definite fissures, since the
“actions” of Otpor, almost a performance art, were at odds with the more tradi
tional representational politics of some of the other groups. Even the leaders
of this conference had serious disagreements. Sonja believed it was correct for
the United Nations to bomb Serbia; Dragan that it was counter-productive;
others that it was premature. And sometimes I wondered about the prolifera
tion of NGOs during this past decade of the Balkan crisis. In the absence of a
stable economy, jobs with American-sponsored NGOs, of which there were
many, could by a cynic be regarded as the first step
Clinton’s “humanitarian
war.” Yet what were the alternatives? Žižek, much like Laclau, describes the
“postmodern” solution to the impasse of democracy as involving an “active for
getfulness,” enacting a fetishistic split which he describes as follows:

I know very well (that the democratic form is just a form spoiled by
ns of “pathological” imbalance), but just to
the same (I act as if democ
racy were possible). Far from indicating its fatal flaw, this split is the
very source of the strength of democracy: democracy is able take
nizance of the fact that its limit lies in itself, in its internal “antago
nism”: This is why it can avoid the fate of “totalitarianism,” which is
condemned ceaselessly to invent “enemies” account for its failures.
(168)
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What troubled me then and now is the conditional “can.” Democracy can avoid
the fate of totalitarianism. Nothing guarantees such avoidance. But Buddy,
Dragan, Marianna, Sonja, Zenja, Dan, the Otpor kids, and especially “Tim”
were proceeding on the assumption that their efforts were helping create the
conditions for a nontotalitarian state. I admired them. And most of them, I
reasoned protectively especially “Tim,” worked at democracy under conditions
more difficult that Žižek had ever experienced, the Slovene revolution having
been bloodless and lasting ten days.
In contrast, I felt increasingly superfluous. As the week wore on, the con
versations got more intense
the nights later. They were planning an action,
I heard. The ethnic Albanians didn’t want be involved. The ethnic Albani
ans would consider but disagreed with the
Nobody spoke English
more, so I made friends with a puppy who lived on the beach. Every meal he’d
come on the terrace and beg. Two nights before we were to leave, I formulat
ed my own action: I’d take the puppy home. Why not? Stray dogs were treat
ed brutally the Balkans. Sonja thought we could give him Valium, hide him
under our skirts, and
him across
the Macedonian border into Serbia.
In Belgrade, we could pay a vet give
him papers and within two days he
would be playing in my back yard,
clean, inoculated, and well-fed. I
intended to call him “Otpor” and he
would constitute my little piece of
Yugoslavia, would demonstrate to me
that I’d been
this war-torn country
and had
something good. The
night before we
I sneaked him
into my
removed most of sever
“Otpor the dog"
al hundred sand burrs, and gave him a
bath. He
and peed
the hall.
The next morning, while others were taking pictures of themselves front of
the KFOR trucks — some with irony, some without — I walked down to the
beach and found him just waking up, wagging his tail and once again fully re
burred. In the end I couldn’t
him away from his life
the beach, although
I knew that once fully
and no longer cute he’d probably be
Instead
I gave Zenja, who was traveling in a separate car to Pristina, a dress she had
pronounced “perfect” and climbed back on the bus.
4. Resolution

Jasmina Tesanovic concludes The Diary of a Political Idiot on June 12, the day
the first NATO troops enter Kosovo, with a wish. “Nobody knows,” she writes,
“what it really means for the future”:

The only way to stay calm is to take it as it comes, and to use what we
know from our history. But with Russians coming from the North,
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British from the South, soldiers of every color, like a Hollywood film,
personally, I feel fine. I feel less isolated. Let them all come, let our
histories mix — anything, as long as they don’t build a wall.
(136)
I don’t know what life is like The Former Yugoslavia now, but I do suspect
that a wall is the least of their worries (having been reintroduced the inter
national community). Shortly after the massive demonstrations in Serbia, the
Otpor kids, I heard, were approached about doing a
Jeans commercial.
The American Embassy has reopened, and business interests are once again
deeply invested in the region. The Belgrade Circle has translated an astonish
ing number of English books into Serbian and Serbian books into English. The
brilliant female philosopher who didn’t turn
her right during dinner is now
highly celebrated and teaching
the United
and
own most cele
brated female philosopher, at least of the poststructuralist variety, has befriend
ed my former dinner companion, who arranges her speaking engagements
Belgrade. All this seems right, and was probably the looked-for outcome of
Clinton’s “humanitarian war,” the memory of which has faded in the wake of
Afghanistan and new UN actions in the Middle East. I try keep in mind,
though, what Žižek says about “the only possible psychoanalytic definition of
sin: an intrusion into the fantasy space of the other whereby we 'ruin his
dreams’” (155). I have resolved to go back reading and writing about eigh
teenth-century literature, and only
partly as a response to Dragan having
absconded with the books on Eastern
in
Europe. The truth is, global political
investment, like universal love, is for
me a mood of the moment, a context
into which I must be seduced, a desire
so immediate it makes me forget what
I know. I can’t
wondering, how
ever, whether somewhere on a beach
the Former Yugoslavia runs a dog
whose secret name is “Otpor,”
whether he’s still greeting strangers,
Road sign in Belgrade: 'Right Way, ” "Wrong
and whether he’s being fed.
” and in spray paint, "You Choose.”
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